




Gonna be Same, 









Senior Honors Thesis 
English and Communications 
Creative Writing Minor 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill 
 




                                       Approved: 
 
                                            Daniel Wallace, Thesis Advisor 














To my friend Grace. I used you in some of the stories I wrote. Don’t worry I said 
good things.   
To my mom, thank you for the writing journals. I haven’t filled one up yet, but I 
will eventually I promise.  
To my writing peers, thank you for reading my stories. I know that’s part of the 
class, but you all expressed genuine interest in what I had to write and it made me 
feel nice. I’ve never been in a class that was this connected before, and I’m 
honestly glad I got to meet each and every one of you. Thank you for everything. 
Please stay in touch.  
















I wanted to die at the beginning of the semester. Yeah, that feels weird to type out and I 
know it’s not the sentence anyone wants to read when they’re about to read a book, but it’s true.  
It’s kind of funny even. It was a week or two before Christmas break and I sat on the floor of my 
dorm room trying to slice my stomach open with a knife. It might have been butter knife; I can’t 
remember exactly what I used I just know it was too dull to break skin. Imagining it being a 
butter knife is kind of funny right? Maybe it’s leaning on the more pathetic side, but it was all I 
had at the moment I was in my dorm after all. As far as kitchen supplies go all I had were a few 
pots, some bowls and plates, and a metal utensil set I got from Walmart. The bare necessities. I 
guess the big question you have in all this is why? To be honest, there was no real reason, I’ve 
always felt this dark presence in my life.  
Back in middle school I would daydream about my funeral. I took classic tween angst to 
the extreme. I wanted to be buried somewhere in the woods surrounded by green. I wanted my 
coffin to be white, and I wanted people to sign it with their names or quotes or something. Very 
middle school, I know. I think I wanted to do the signature thing because it reminded me of the 
last day of school. That day everyone would get their yearbooks and the imaginary force fields 
separating students from each other would be lifted leading to this mass exploration around the 
school. 
Everyone was nice to each other that day. Everyone was friends. Everyone was present. It 
felt like we were all a part of something, a real student body. It only happened on the last day of 
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school. Maybe it was because we all survived EOGs (back when they were called EOGs) or 
maybe it was because of the warm weather thawing out emotions, or maybe because it was 
middle school and big events felt really big back then. I don’t know. It felt special, signing things 
and having things signed. 
I got my crush to sign my yearbook, and I signed his. I don’t even think he knew my 
name, but it’s out there now, somewhere in his parent’s basement. Sierra with a heart dotting the 
“I”. I didn’t even write my “I’s” with hearts but I did that time. I got a signature from everyone. 
From the girl who worked on that science project with me. From the boy who watched all of my 
favorite TV shows. From the girl who showed me the scars she gave to herself. From the boy 
who hated ketchup. From the boy who carried weights in his pockets. And from the girl who 
would be dead in a few years. They’re all there in my 8th grade year book. So yeah, I’ve thought 
about death a lot.  
The night I tried to actually die, I was half naked on the floor cause, I didn’t want to just 
lift up my shirt to do it, I had to be dramatic and take it off. I was crying when I got a call from 
my friend Grace. Her church was having a Christmas party and she wanted me to come. I’m the 
type of person who believes in signs, so I took that as a sign I needed to go. I got dressed and 
went over. I didn’t tell her what I tried to do; I didn’t tell anyone. I just told her I was sad, and I 
didn’t want to be alone, so she stayed with me.  
Things didn’t change overnight, and I don’t know if they’re ever going to change for me, 
but I found community with Grace and her church. I felt like I belonged. I was surrounded by 
people who actually cared about me. I know that this is supposed to be focused on where we 
were when the virus happened, but I had to talk about everything that happened before. That’s 
how my brain works, and you’ll notice that that’s how most of my stories are structured.  
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When the virus happened and the school made everyone move off campus, I felt like my 
sense of community was physically taken away from me. Virtually we all still meet up and talk 
almost every day, but everyone knows it’s not the same. I do have some solace in knowing that 
everyone feels the way I do right now. I’m not alone, and knowing that is a step in the right 
direction for me mentally.  
As of right now I’m staying at my parents’ house filling out graduate school applications 
and job applications in the Raleigh area. I’m doing what I would have been doing if the virus 
didn’t hit, which brings me comfort. That’s where the title come from. Things are the same, but 
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 Their mother had just dropped them off. The funeral was days ago, but they were there 
because it was their father’s week, and because he needed help cleaning out their grandfather’s 
house. All Jimmy, who preferred to be called Jim, could think about were the butterflies. Indigo, 
apricot, and lavender butterflies all hanging up in various glass boxes, floated in his mind. He 
hoped his father didn’t know about them. After all his grandfather only showed the room to him.  
The death was all unexpected, and Jim’s five-year-old sister Zoey was too young to know 
much about their grandfather but he wanted to show her the butterfly room. That way she would 
know that he really deserved tears. She cried at the funeral because everyone else did, but Jim 
didn't. He didn't know why. All he was focused on was the room. 
 Jim first saw the room when he was 7 years-old, one year before his parents had Zoey, 
their last attempt to try to make their relationship work. Jim’s grandfather was a big kid and 
loved babysitting. He took Jim hiking at nearby trails to scavenge for items people left behind, he 
ate bowls of ice-cream for dinner, and he loved telling Jim different stories from his life. The two 
were best friends.  
 “I’ve never shown this to anyone. Not even your father,” his grandfather said as he 
opened the small narrow door at the end of the hall. “Some people have things in this world that 
are just for them, but I wanted to share this with you.” 
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At the time Jim always thought the door led to a closet, but as it opened, he saw that it 
went to a room filled with butterflies in shadowboxes. The place smelled like a combination of 
dirt and rubbing alcohol. A large wooden desk filled with mason jars, pins, and cotton balls, sat 
in front of a circular window. The grandfather stood anxiously in the doorway, waiting for a 
reaction.   
“I love it!” Jim shouted, running to sit in the burgundy desk chair.  
Jim’s eyes caught the blue butterfly in the mason jar. 
“This is my current project. It’s an Eastern tailed-blue, but I’m gonna name her Sherry.”  
“She looks like a Sherry,” Jim smiled.  
The jar had no holes in the lid, and a few cotton balls sat inside next to the butterfly. His 
grandfather explained that the cotton balls had a chemical on it to help relax the butterfly, 
keeping its wings from becoming damaged. Once that was done, he took Sherry out of the jar 
and placed her on a canvas. He lightly held her thorax and stretched her wings out. Jim stayed up 
all night with his grandfather, pinning Sherry to the canvas and finally placing her into a white 
framed shadowbox. Morning light illuminated Sherry’s wings; Jim smiled feeling nature in the 
air around him. He rubbed his eyes taking himself out of his memory.  
The house wasn't small, but it felt small, especially with most of the furniture purged out 
of it. Jim was surprised at how tiny it felt. Him and Zoey stood outside next to a large U-Haul 
truck, watching movers take out their grandfathers belongs and not so carefully package it into 
the back. Although most of the house was shaded by trees overflowing with green, it was humid, 
and everyone could feel the suns heat seeping through branches making it miserable to be 
outside. Every breeze that came through was saturated with pollen. The combination of humidity 
and sweat attracted swarms of mosquitoes. Zoey sneezed. Jim scooped her up and walked inside. 
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 He stood in the main hallway watching his father and the movers tape up large brown 
boxes and carry them outside. His father contrasted greatly with the movers. While they were 
burly men dressed in t-shirts and tank tops, his father was slim and wore a white button-down 
with navy-blue shorts. Jim watched as his father’s new girlfriend, Paisley, handed him an Arnold 
Palmer. He accepted it while pointing at one of the men to take the box they just taped up 
outside.  
“After he puts that in the truck, you guys can take a break,” he said to the group.  
He gulped down the dark honey colored drink within seconds. He didn’t notice Jim and Zoey in 
the hallway. Jim put his sister down.  
 “I have to go pee,” Zoey said.  
 “Do you need me to help you?” Jim asked.  
 “No, I can do it.” 
 “Remember to wash your hands.” 
 Jim grabbed a few flat boxes from the ground, and eavesdropped on his father and 
Paisley.  
“This house is a disaster. There are holes in the ceiling, the floor is rotting, the walls are 
cracked. I don’t know how I’m going to sell it. He really left me in a bind,” he sighed. “He hasn’t 
talked to me since Anne and I’s divorce.” 
Jim looked up at the mention of his mother. His father pinched the bridge of his nose. 
Paisley cupped his face, focusing his attention on her. Jim glowered at them. 
“It won’t be that hard to sell. Maybe play up the location?” Her high-pitched voice 
always made Jim’s ears ring. “I mean who wouldn’t want to live in some big fairy-tale-like 
mansion in the woods?” 
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“I think it’s more horror story than fairy tale.” 
They both laughed. Then his father got quiet.  
“I don’t think my father liked me.” 
Zoey came out of the bathroom with wet hands. The couple finally noticed the children. 
“Jimmy, Zoey, I didn’t know you guys were here.” 
Their father brought them into a forceful group hug.  
 “It’s Jim.” 
 “Oh right, Jim.” 
 “You haven’t cleared out everything have you?” Jim asked. 
 “No. We just got everything from this floor and the basement, we haven’t touched 
upstairs yet. You two don’t have to worry about that though. We won’t be here too long, we can 
leave and get some pizza-” 
 “We already ate. We’ll go ahead and start upstairs.” 
 He didn’t wait for his father to respond. He had to see the room. He had to show Zoey. 
They walked upstairs. It was the door at the end of the hall. Large and full of amazing things. Jim 
opened the room, and the two were greeted with hundreds of butterflies decorating the walls. 
With the exceptions of a few new cases, everything was just as he had remembered. A large 
wooden desk filled with different tools required for collecting sat in front of an open window. He 
forgot about Zoey for a moment and went to the desk. 
 Everything was still there. Him and his grandfather's drawings, notebooks, pencils, and 
paint brushes. A large cream-colored butterfly net, laid next to the killing jar. The jar didn’t have 
anything inside of it except traces of cotton balls soaked with ethyl acetate. The spreading board 
was next to the jar, and a light blue and white butterfly was pinned to it with wings outstretched 
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to its fullest. Everything seemed to be frozen in time. It was as if his grandfather had gone to the 
store and would be back any minute to finish his project. Jim turned to smile at Zoey, but she 
wasn’t smiling. She held herself as if she were freezing. 
  “I don’t like it,” she said as she took a step back. 
“Zoe this is the room I was telling you about. This is grandpas,” Jim’s voice wavered a 
little. “You just have to see it. You don’t understand the process, once you see the process, 
everything will-” 
 A small golden butterfly flew in through the window and landed on Jim's left hand. He 
didn't think to grab the net, or the jar, because he thought the butterfly would leave. So, he 
squeezed the thorax between his thumb and forefinger. He squeezed too hard. Butterfly goo ran 
down his fingers. Zoey screamed. Jim’s hands began to shake. Their father and Paisley came 
running into the room.  
 “Jesus,” Paisley said staring slack-jawed at the place. 
 Their father held Zoey in his arms and narrowed his eyes on Jim. 
 “What’d you do?” 
Jim shook his head and stared at the black and gold mush in his hand. His body trembled. 
His eyes were sore. 













 The meatloaf warms in the oven. A redish orange light illuminates my father, David’s, 
face as he squats down to get a better look at the tin foil loaf before us. The house fills with the 
smell of cooked meat and brunt ketchup. It smells like meatloaf, but we both know there’s 
something off about it.  
 “That don’t look right,” David says. 
 I nod. The timer dings and he pulls out the square dish with red oven mitts. Heat radiates 
off the unappealing brown chunk. We place our forks into the dish then into our mouths. 
Something is wrong. We spit our bites into paper towels printed with flowers.  
 “Dry as hell,” David says. 
 “How do you mess up meatloaf?”  
 “Who made this?” 
 “Shirley said it was someone from her church. Ms. Betty I think?” 
 David eyes the stacks of tin trays that line the kitchen counters.  
 “You think Betty made all the food?” 
 “Shirley said she liked to cook.” 
 We fill two trash bags worth of food. Our stomachs grumble. David taps his fingers on 
the granite counters. I look around trying to think of something to say to fill the silence. It was 
my mom’s idea to come here. She heard from a friend that David’s mom-my grandmother-died 
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and she thought a funeral would be the perfect place for me to reconnect with my distant father, 
so I came. It was David’s idea for me to stay at his house. He was on the same ‘funerals are good 
for reconnecting’ ideology mom was on.  
 David left us when I was a week old. He joined the army and married another woman. He 
never thought about me or my mom until I turned 6. From there our relationship existed solely 
through ‘hi-bye’ phone calls, generic birthday cards stuffed with money, and pictures I have 
trouble remember taking. I can count the number of times I’ve seen him on my fingers, but that 
doesn’t bother me because I grew up in a house filled with love. My mom did everything she 
could to make sure I didn’t miss out on anything, and she did everything right. In her mind, me 
building a relationship with David is the right thing to do. I just can’t help but feel like this whole 
thing is a waste of time.  
 The house David lives in is surprisingly large for a military base house, but him, his new 
wife Shirley, and their baby, manage to fill it with enough stuff to make it feel full. The whole 
place feels like walking through a Rooms-To-Go ad. It’s artificial, like real people don’t live 
here, but that just could be because of the whole army thing. You move around too much to 
really settle into places. The only space in the house that feels human are the walls. Shirley and 
her family conquer the walls to the point where there is barely any white space between each 
rectangle frame. I fill a few of the pictures. There’s one of David holding me to his chest in a 
hospital room, then another of me chubby and smiling on my, now dead, grandmother’s lap, and 
finally a picture of me 9 years later standing in some cemetery next to David dressed in uniform. 
If the silence gets too unbearable, I can always talk about those pictures.  
 “Funeral food is supposed to be good,” David says after a while. 
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 He goes to the refrigerator pushes aside bundles of healthy food and slaps down five 
different bags of processed chesses onto the multicolored countertop.  
 “Mac n’ cheese sound good?” he asks. 
“Perfect.” 
“You know how to make mac n’ cheese? I’m not talking about that Kraft shit; I mean 
real mac n’ cheese?” 
I shake my head no. He tells me to get a pot, and I look around the kitchen lost. He makes 
an ‘oh’ noise then directs my attention to a drawer underneath the stove. I grab the pot out, and 
he places a cardboard box full of macaroni noodles next to me.  
“You can boil noodles right?” 
“Yeah, I can tie my own shoes too.” 
He chuckles as I open the box and pour the uncooked pasta into salted water.  
“While those boil, we can do the hardest part of this dish. Mixing the cheeses. You have 
to layer everything in this order or it won’t come out right.” 
I start in on the instructions David gives me, making sure to combine the cheeses in the 
order he wants. I squeeze a pouch of liquid Velveeta cheese into a large bowl. Neon orange 
pours of the silver pouch like a liquified orange peel. I use my hands to measure out the 
remaining cheeses, taking handfuls of yellow, white, and orange. I add the seasonings, and start 
to crack the egg into the mixture but David stops me.  
“Can you crack an egg with one hand?” he asks. 
I attempt over the sink and fail. The broken eggshells pinch into the skin of my palm. 
David laughs than balances an egg between his thumb, pointer finger and middle finger. The egg 
breaks with ease. He shows me how to do it, and I almost get it. 
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“It takes practice,” he says.  
The pasta finishes boiling then we mix it together with the cheeses. Finally, we sprinkle 
the left-over cheeses on top of the dish to make the crust. We set the timer for 30 minutes and 
begin the wait.  
“This might sound cheesy, but I think macaroni was a grate idea,” he says.  
Ordinarily that line would’ve made me roll my eyes so far back into my skull that they’d 
get stuck there, but I can’t help but laugh. Under the glow of warm kitchen lights, he looks less 
like a stoic solider and more like a goofy dad. I feel a little more comfortable in the house. Then 
Shirley comes home with arms full of bags she collected during her ‘grief shopping’ spree. She 
spreads the bags out on the counters and goes back to the car for her baby.  
I wonder how close Shirley was to David’s mom. Apparently, close enough for her to 
grieve, but for some reason her grief feels fake. It was my grandmother that died and I don’t feel 
that sad about it. Granted I don’t really know David, so I didn’t know her, but he doesn’t seem 
too phased by her death either. It’s weird, the only emotion remotely related to grief he expressed 
tonight was his reaction to the bad meatloaf.  
 “What happened to the food Betty made?” Shirley says slightly bouncing the baby on 
her hip.  
“It was inedible,” David says.  
“It’s the thought that counts.” 
“I guess.” 
The baby smiles at David and reaches for him. David returns the smile but he doesn’t go 
to grab the child. Shirley uses a free hand to message her left temple. Something’s on her mind, 
but I don’t probe and neither does David.  
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“Did you see what happened on the news?” she asks.  
We shake our heads no.  
“This guy in Arizona, he was in Iraq like you, took a gun out of his closet and shot his 
family while they slept.” 
The kitchen begins to feel less comfortable. The lighting seems to change from a soft 
warm glow to a lighting that makes shadows cast onto our faces. Dinner won’t be ready for 
another 25 minutes, so I sit there stuck in the uncomfortable, wondering what Shirley’s going to 
say next.  
“Can you imagine doing something like that?” 
I bite my lip and look down at my phone, desperate to focus on something else instead of 
the train wreck happening right in front me. David grabs a can of beer from the fridge and takes a 
swig.  
“No.” 
“He shot them, then he shot himself. He left a note talking about seeing too much over 
there. I can’t imagine what he saw. I can’t imagine seeing your friends die right next to you. It 
must be terrifying,” Shirley continues on.  
“Everyone’s friends die.” 
“Yeah, but right next to you?” 
“You don’t think you’ll be in the hospital room when your friend dies?” 
She stops talking. The baby coos, and grabs at her face. I stare at the timer on the oven. 
24 minutes left.  
“I just think it’s different David. You know it’s different.” 
“I guess. The whole death thing never bothered me. I’ve always wanted to be a soldier.” 
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He takes a longer drink of his beer.  
“I know,” Shirley says.  
She looks down at the baby. Then she stares at all the items she bought, most of which 
were from Rooms-to-Go and Pottery Barn. The baby starts to fuss. Shirley calms him while 
David watches. Suddenly the doorbell rings. David goes to answer it. I stay behind in the kitchen 
with Shirley.  
“I know this is weird for you,” she takes a deep breath and closes her eyes. “If you ever 
feel bad about David not being around don’t.” 
I stop pretend scrolling on my phone and look her in the eyes. 
“You’re better off without him. He’s not the father type,” she finishes.  
David comes back with hands full of tin foil trays.  
“More food from Betty,” he says as he places them next to the trashcan.  
“I’m gonna put the baby to bed.” 
Shirley goes up stairs leaving us behind. It’s silent again. 23 minutes left. David finishes 
his beer and grabs another one. I think back to the pictures of me and him on the wall. Not the 
hospital one or the one with his mom, but the other one.  
“Hey where was that picture of me and you in the cemetery taken?” I ask.  
“Arlington National Cemetery. Do you remember me taking you there?” 
I shake my head no, but fragments come to my mind. I remember sweat dripping between 
the Silly Bands on my wrist and being upset about the fact that I had to wear shorts that went to 
my knees cause my mom wouldn’t let me wear short-shorts. I remember being mad.  
“I knew this guy back in Iraq,” he takes another swig of beer. “He had a picture of him 
and his father standing side-by-side in the cemetery. He carried it in his boot for good luck.” 
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He plays with the empty can for a bit, then leaves it to stand next to the other empty can 
on the counter.   
“I just got to thinking, I didn’t have any good luck charms like the other guys. I didn’t 
carry any pictures of loved ones, or hand-written notes, or melted pennies, I had nothing. So, I 
thought I’d make something.” 
21 minutes left.  
“When I got back, I bought a disposable camera from Walmart then got all dressed up in 
my uniform. I told your mom I was coming to get you for a mini road trip.” 
Still 21 minutes left.  
“You didn’t even hug me when I got to your house. You just got in the car ready to get 
the trip over with. Which is fair, I mean I wasn’t around, but,” he pauses for a second. “I don’t 
know what I was expecting.” 
He peels the tabs off the cans, and taps them on the counter.  
“We took a bunch of pictures that day, but this is the only one I got developed. It was the 
one you looked happiest in, although you still look pissed.” 
The mac n’ cheese won’t be ready for another 20 minutes. A weight suppresses my 
hunger. David makes it clear that he’s done talking. I don’t have anything to add and at this point 













Adelaide had just set up her painting canvas when Wolf, the young boy who lived in the 
woods near her house, knocked on the front door. The knock resembled more of a banging 
sound; solid pounds hitting the door as Adelaide moved out of her painting room. Since the 
summer began and schools ended Wolf and Adelaide have been hanging out more, at least once 
a week. She opened the door and almost gasped when she saw the tears running down the boy’s 
freckled face. He thrust a small wet burgundy creature into her thigh, painting her kakis scarlet. 
It was a kitten. Adelaide looked at Wolfs small red face and ushered him inside.  
 “Is he dead?” he asked. 
 “I don’t know.” 
 Adelaide lied; she could tell the kitten was dead as soon she touched it. Her heart ached at 
the sight of the boy’s sad face. She first met Wolf when she was on her afternoon walk. She lived 
in the mountains so she had plenty of trails around her to explore, but she made sure to choose 
the ones that were easy on her knees. One day while walking something growled at her from 
behind a tree. She clutched her walking stick poised to use it as a weapon, but once she realized 
it was a 7-year-old boy growling at her, she growled back making him laugh. The two had been 
friends ever since.  
 She placed the kitten on the kitchen table, pushing aside some of the letters she got from 
fans in the mail. She hadn’t done an art show in years but she still received praise from the post-
Winters 20 
 
modern paintings she made in her late 20s and 30s. She’d won awards for her abstract images of 
herself and people in their day-to-day life. The one she made of her son, Edward, when he was 
16 years-old garnered the most attention. She hadn’t painted herself or others since she retired, 
instead taking inspiration from the scenery around her.   
 “He can’t be dead,” Wolf said.  
 Adelaide didn’t say anything. The kitten’s body was stiff and mucked with dirt. She 
cleaned it with wrinkled fingers and felt around for a heartbeat, a risen chest, or any signs of 
remaining life. She found none. The kitten’s fur felt like velvet in her hands. Adelaide’s eyes 
drifted to Wolf’s.  
 “He’s dead,” she said as gently as possible.  
 She didn’t think she’d be doing this today; usually Wolf joined her for afternoon walks 
and painting lessons on her wrap around porch. Adelaide didn’t like children that much, but 
Wolf reminded her of her son, or at least who she wanted her son to be. They had the same wide 
eyes and curly hair. Although she recalled her son having red hair, similar to her own, while 
Wolf’s hair was black. She hadn’t seen her son in years.  
 “I didn’t mean to hurt him,” the boy said as if that would bring the kitten back. “I saw 
him outside the fence at my house. I like to watch him dig near the gate. I climbed over the fence 
and followed him, but then I tripped and we got hurt.” 
 Adelaide noticed marks lining Wolf’s ankle. Semi-dried blood filled the scratches, while 
wet blood slid down his legs. 




  She walked down the hallway decorated with self-portraits. Each painting marked the 
different periods of her. In her teens she was the wild child, the youngest of four who made out 
with boys in parked cars and smoked cigarettes at the park near her parent’s house. She only had 
one picture from that era that had her facing towards the viewer surrounded by different shades 
of red. When she turned 20, she became the wife of a cruel man with green eyes. During that 
time, she painted herself looking to the side with different shades of white surrounding her. A 
year into the marriage she became the creator of her beautiful baby boy Edward. The paintings 
from this period displayed her facing upward with a swollen stomach marked with shades of 
yellow. Edward was going to be her greatest creation until he wasn’t.  
 The kit was in the top drawer of her night stand. She bought it to the kitchen and took out 
a tube of Neosporin, a band-aid, and hydrogen peroxide. She put the peroxide on first, making 
sure to blow on the cut to ease the pain. Wolf’s scrape filled with white bubbles. Adelaide 
dabbed the ointment on and smoothed the band-aid over. Wolf sniffled and wiped his nose.  
 He pointed to the kitten. “What do we do with him?”  
 Adelaide bit her lip.  
 “We should memorialize him.” 
 “Memorialize?” 
 “Yes. It’s when you honor someone, usually in the form of a ceremony. You tell stories 
about all the amazing things the person did in their life. You get to eat a ton of food. They’re 
really quite nice.” 
 Wolf smiled at the food part.  
 “Do you think you’d want do something like that for the kitten?” 
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 He nodded. Adelaide got an old shoebox from her closet and placed it on the kitchen 
table. Wolf wanted to decorate the coffin so the kitten had a “pretty place to rest”. Adelaide got 
him some tubes of paint and let him have his go at the shoebox. Watching him paint made her 
think of when she tried to teach Edward. The two of them sat on a blank white sheet surrounded 
by bottled paint in the living room. She waited for him to create something. He dipped his 
fingers into the yellow and pink colors, but instead of placing them on the sheet he rubbed them 
on his face and feet and giggled. Adelaide laughed with him, and together the two created a 
splotchy mess that she loved. She adored Edward when he was young and hers. It was always 
bliss until her husband came home.  
 “What the hell Ade. You got paint everywhere,” he yelled as Edward moved towards him 
like he always did.  
Edward was born with an affinity for his father. Adelaide noticed it when he was a baby, 
how odd it was that he preferred the touch of her husband over her own. He asked him for help 
with homework instead of her. As he got older, he stopped painting with her and started going to 
the gym with his father. When Edward turned 12, he cut off all his hair in an attempt to look 
more like him. Less like Adelaide. He was becoming a younger version of her husband, and she 
couldn’t stand it.  
Adelaide’s final attempt to connect with her son occurred on his 16 birthday. She’d spent 
weeks painting a portrait of him in the attic of the house, her then art studio. She’d painted him 
before, but the past ones were more for herself than him. This one was going to be different 
because it was for him. A creation for her creation. Her and her husband threw a small party at 
the house, filled with some of Edwards friends. After almost everyone had given their gifts to 
him, Adelaide pulled out her painting. Edwards friends thought it was a gag gift and laughed. 
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Her husband looked confused. And Edward looked ashamed as he placed the painting on the 
floor ready to receive his gift from his father.   
 “I’m finished,” Wolf smiled holding up the shoebox now covered in hand-painted leaves.  
 “That looks beautiful.” 
 Adelaide placed the kitten in the box and her and Wolf left the house. The weather was 
entering the later stages of Autumn so the ground was filled with different browns, yellows, and 
reds, while the trees stood bare protruding into grey skies. 
 “The paintings at your house are weird,” Wolf said. 
 Adelaide laughed. 
 “They are weird, aren’t they? That’s how most post-modern things are.” 
 “Oh,” Wolf thought for a moment. “Well I like them. Can we paint more when we get 
back?” 
 “I think that’d be nice.” 
 Wolf stopped in his tracks. 
 “This is where I fell. We should bury him here.” 
 Adelaide agreed. The two struggled to dig into the cold earth, but soon they slung enough 
dirt over their shoulders to make a hole big enough for the shoebox coffin. They placed the box 
in the hole and stared.  
 “Do you want to say anything to honor him?” 
 Wolf nodded. 
 “He was really good at digging.” 
 Adelaide waited for him to say more. He didn’t. 
 “And,” she added, “he had pretty fur.” 
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 The two stood there in a moment of silence filled with distant birds and the crunching of 
dry leaves. She wrapped her arms around Wolf and held him while he cried.  
 On the day Adelaide left her husband and son, she didn’t say goodbye. There was a yard 
sale at their house and she gathered all of the families’ old clothes and miscellaneous items. 
Things were going well, selling at a good pace until Adelaide saw Edward give a customer the 
painting she made for his birthday. She snatched the painting out of the customer’s hands and 
slapped Edward clean across the face. 
 “What the hell is wrong with you?” he yelled.  
 “No, what the hell is wrong with you?” 
 Everyone stared at them.  
 “For years I have begged for your attention and for what? I dedicated my life to you, and 
you want nothing to do with me,” she paused, “well fine then.” 
 She walked out the house and never looked back.  
Adelaide moved dirt over the box coffin, burying the kitten for good. She placed a hand 
on Wolf’s head and ruffled his curls. He leaned into her. She felt a wave of calm roll over her. 















Nafissa’s funeral was today and thinking about that big granite rock in front of the 
elementary school was the only thing keeping me from crying. Focusing on the fact that almost 
every school I’ve ever been to has had a chunk of granite in their front yard dedicated to some 
kid who died of cancer or in some freak car accident, oddly comforted me. My high school 
didn’t have a dead person rock, but my old elementary school a few blocks down the road did. 
Their rock was dedicated to Denny Parker. Denny died from cancer when I was in 1st grade.  
 I don’t remember much about him, except that he loved playing with Hot Wheels 
Monster Trucks and his best friend was Nafissa’s boyfriend, Adam Wheeler. I remember 
occasionally watching the two boys crash their mini-trucks together on the playgrounds blacktop. 
This one-time Denny overshot Adam’s truck sending it flying into the middle of a 3rd-grade 
basketball game and one of the kids; I think his name was Ryan, accidentally stepped on the 
truck crushing it to pieces. Denny cried, and Adam bit down on Ryan’s ankle until blood started 
dripping on the concrete.  
 A couple of weeks after that, Denny took a make-a-wish trip to Orlando for a big monster 
truck rally. A few weeks later, the teachers took us single file into the gym to tell us what 
happened. Then a large rock with a blue and green monster truck painted on it appeared. A little 
plaque was placed at the bottom of the rock and simply stated: For Denny. Every year my class 
would re-paint the rock in Denny’s honor but as we grew older, so did the memory of Denny. 
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The rock became less of a memorial from our class and more of an art project all the grades 
could get in on. I thought it was as little sad, but I guess most kids wouldn’t care about a boy 
who died before they were born. Plus, I don’t think Denny’s parents even live here anymore. So, 
the rock has become more of an art display now. Last year the 1st graders painted inside a bunch 
of pre-drawn numbers and guitars for their “math rocks” unit. This year the rock is going to the 
3rd graders. I heard it’s going to be this big statement on Climate Change since they’re learning 
about the environment. Now that Nafissa’s gone, I think the rock should be for her.  
 The sun sets basking me in pink, purple, and orange light as I trek through the front lawn 
of the elementary school. Summer cicadas sing from the woods, letting out their last symphony 
before the cool Autumn weather stays around for good.  I get my flashlight and sit it on top of 
Denny’s plaque. The rock feels like ice under my palms. I shake a can of spray paint and think. I 
don’t know what to draw. Nafissa couldn’t be summarized like Denny. She wasn’t just a monster 
truck; she was boxes of pizza, late-night phone calls, Aaliyah CD’s, frayed pom-pom’s, dirty 
tennis shoes, she was everything. I can’t fit everything on a rock. I touch the granite again then 
notice little scratch marks. Lots of little scratch marks carved near the base. I get down on my 
knees. One’s in the shape of a cross; another is in the shape of what I think is a truck. Suddenly, 
someone walks up behind me.  
 “Hey, Brie,” 
 “Oh my God, Adam. You scared me.” 
 He looks at the spray paint in my hand.  
 “You never struck me as the vandalism type,” he says.  
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 “It’s not vandalism if it’s the right think to do. I’m changing the rock back to a 
memorial.” 
 “So, the moment of silence filled with sneezes and the one paragraph obituary in the 
school newspaper wasn’t enough for you?” he asks.  
 “Hell no.” 
 He sat down next to me; I slightly move away. I never liked Adam. Him and Nafissa 
started hanging out in 9th grade. It began with glances in the cafeteria, then they were texting, 
next they were holding hands, and soon I became their designated third wheel accompanying 
them to everything. Nafissa’s parents didn’t really want her dating yet, so they were glad I was 
there as a safety net. Nafissa thought the world of Adam, and I wanted to like him because she 
did, but I couldn’t. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s because he spent way too much time in ISS, 
and I thought Nafissa could do better than some delinquent with anger issues. Or maybe it’s 
because he didn’t want to shave his head when Denny lost his hair, although Denny wanted him 
to. Or maybe it’s because I thought Nafissa was pretty and one day we’d be pretty together. I 
don’t know. Whatever the reason, I don’t like Adam.  
 “I thought they should’ve done more too,” Adam says.  
 I stand up trying to get back to the task at hand. Despite the slowly disappearing sun, it’s 
oddly warm outside making my flat hair frizz in the evening air. I wanted to wear my hair 
natural, letting my black curls frame my head like a halo, but my parents wanted me to look 
“more presentable”, so I straightened it. I think about the time Nafissa and I first went natural 
together. We had a sleepover at her mom’s new house. Plates of pizza lined her carpets while old 
Disney movies played in the background. We washed our hair in her bathroom sink and followed 
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different YouTube hair tutorials. Two pizzas, eight cans of soda, and two musicals later we were 
finished.  
 “We look beautiful,” Nafissa said into her bathroom mirror.  
 She looked beautiful; I looked like a plate of dried ramen noodles. I didn’t care though, 
because she thought we were beautiful. A chill takes me out of my memory. The funeral was 
closed casket. I wonder if her hair is curly or straight in the coffin. I sit down on the grass, taking 
notice of how red and puffy Adam’s eyes are. I touch the little scratches again.  
 “Oh, you found those,” Adam says, pulling out a small tool that looks like a nail. 
 “These are yours?” 
 He nods. 
 “If you spray paint something, they’ll just paint over it again. But if you cave something 
small into it, even when it’s painted, you can still see the indents. I leave a little marking every 
anniversary. That way Denny had more than some overgrown plaque.” 
 “That’s really smart Adam.” 
 “Thanks.” 
 He hands me the tool. The tiny metal stick feels warm in my hands. A slight Autumn 
breeze sends shivers through me. I still don’t know what to put on the rock. I turn to Adam.  
 “Why weren’t you at the funeral?” I ask.  
“I didn’t want to see her like that.” 
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I nod and think maybe he was right in not going. The funeral was at the Smith Family 
Funeral Home. I was a little shocked at how bright the place looked inside. It was like a home 
people actually lived in, worn comfy couches, plates spread out on tables for after the service, 
little kids, Nafissa’s nephews, played on the ground with colored blocks. I wondered if they 
knew what was happening. As I moved around the space it began to feel heavy in a way all 
places surrounded by death feel. My shoulders slouched.  
My family and I sat two rows behind Nafissa’s family. I took deep breaths and thought 
about the rock. My eyes fell on Nafissa’s father and the black medical arm sling attached to him. 
I wondered how he’s been since the car accident. He drove the car that night. He picked her up 
from cheer practice, and he almost let her drive but it was dark outside and he didn’t want 
anything bad to happen. He stayed within the speed limit, stopped at all the stop signs, and only 
moved when the stoplight flashed green. The stoplight turned green and a car going 80 miles per 
hour crashed into the passenger side. Nafissa was gone in an instant. My stomach started to hurt.  
“I still don’t know what to fucking draw,” I say.  
“Why draw anything?” Adam stands up. “What’s the point of memorials anyway? All 
they’re there for is to remind you that the person’s dead and they’re never coming back.” 
“I see it as more of an honoring thing-” 
“I don’t see it that way at all. I see it as, Denny’s dead, Nafissa’s dead, and I’m still here. 
God why am I still here? Or better yet, why is the guy who crashed into her still here?” 
He looks at me for answers I can’t give. My eyes sting.  
Winters 30 
 
“I went to the hospital to see the guy. I couldn’t actually see him cause I don’t know him, 
but I heard his brain is totaled,” Adam pauses. “I hope it stays like that. I hope he dies in there.” 
I don’t say anything, but I agree with him.  
“I really miss Nafissa.” 
“Me too.” 
We sit there until the moon shines high above us. Our grief comes out in tear stained 






















Niyah and I buried it our senior year of high school. It was one of those single-use Kodak 
cameras people used to buy from Walmart before everyone’s phones had cameras. I couldn’t 
afford a fancy camera, but even if I could I don’t I’d want it. The feel of chunky disposable 
plastic felt right in my hands. I liked the idea of holding something that was meant to be 
temporary in order to capture a moment in time that would last forever. It made me feel 
important. Back in high school before the school year began, I’d buy one single-use Kodak that 
had space for 27 pictures on it. That gave me 27 changes to encapsulate the entire school year.  
Niyah asked me once, why I didn’t just buy several and use them throughout the year. The 
pictures wouldn’t be special then. It had been four years since my last camera. Between then 
Niyah had been off at our dream college and I’d been in our hometown working. She was back 
in town for Christmas break so I called her to see if she wanted to meet up and finally develop 
the pictures we took senior year. 
The camera was buried in Twin River Park. The name always made me laugh since there 
weren’t any rivers nearby only a single stream that cut through the park and lead to some sewage 
outlet. I pulled my car into the gravel parking lot, and got out. The park was empty since it was 
cold outside.  Despite living here, I hadn’t been to the park since Niyah left. Everything looked 
different. Picnic tables and grills were scattered through the wooded area. A large white gazebo 
sat in the middle of the park. I didn’t remember any of those things being there when I was 
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younger. The wooden playset from my childhood was replaced with shiny primary colored 
equipment. I rubbed a hand over the smooth surface, something I couldn’t do before without 
being worried about splinters or tetanus. It wasn’t the best playground when I was growing up, 
but it was good for Niyah and I.  
It was the halfway point between our houses. Whenever our home life got to be too 
much-which really meant whenever her home life got be too much-we’d go there. Her parents 
argued a lot. They never hit each other or anything, they were just angry. And their anger was 
ingrained into the atmosphere of Niyah’s house. It soaked the walls, stained the couch and the 
carpets. Whenever she couldn’t take it, she left. Despite the anger, I always thought Niyah was 
lucky. I’d been a latchkey kid since 1st grade. My dad left when I was a baby and my mom 
worked at a lot. She was a phantom that existed through post-it notes left on the fridge, TV 
dinners in the freezer, and phoned in parent teacher conferences. I guess that’s why college was 
so appealing to us. Niyah would be away from her parents, and I’d finally be around people. But 
it didn’t work for me. Niyah found a friend group. I didn’t. She did well in all of her classes. I 
didn’t. Eventually I just went back home. I like to think I left because I didn’t buy the disposable 
camera at the beginning of that year, but it was because I was alone. I’d rather be alone in a place 
I knew instead of a place I didn’t, so I left.  
I took a breath through my nostrils and let the cold air come inside me. I stopped taking 
pictures after that. Niyah and I didn’t talk very much since she was busy with school. I wondered 
how things would go once we saw each other. Would it be awkward? Would I hug her? Let her 
make the first move? I didn’t know.  
I found the tree where we buried the camera and began digging. Clumps of earth piled up 
next to me and soon I hit an orange and white Nike shoebox. I lifted it out of the ground and 
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examined the inside. A few bugs had gotten in and died at the bottom, but the camera was still in 
good condition. I held the plastic in my hand ready to see what memories it held.  
 
Besides the NC State sweatshirt, Niyah looked exactly the same. Tanned face surrounded 
by faded purple hair streaks, nails permanently filled with chipped polish, and big black Doc 
Martens that made this nice squishing noise whenever she walked. I stood there for a moment 
ready to just say hi, but she pulled me in for a tight hug. The hug felt forced, like she didn’t want 
to do it. I hugged her back ignoring the weird energy between us.  
“My God it’s been ages. Did you get the pictures from the developer? Also, can we go to 
Cookout cause I’m fucking starving?” she blurted out.  
“Yes it has. Yes, and yes,” I said.  
 
With Cookout milkshakes in the cup holders and styrofoam trays in our laps, we scattered 
8 photos onto the dashboard of my car, and let the rest remain in a stack on the arm rest. You 
could tell when the photos were taken based on their color. The fall ones had nice oranges and 
browns, that gave off a calming darker feel. The winter ones were stark white and had a few 
blues mixed in with grays. There were a lot of spring photos filled with pinks and blossoming 
greens. There were no summer ones. We sat back and sunk into the cloth cushions of my car.  
 Niyah sucked impatiently on the straw of her milkshake, trying to get chunks of the thick 
liquid into her mouth. I waited for mine to melt to a point where I could drink it, and settled for 
filling my hunger with fries. Niyah was always a dessert first kind of person. She reached over 
and grabbed the photo nearest her.  
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 It was a picture of Twin Rivers Park before the upgrade. Niyah was crouched down in 
front of one of the wooden bases of the playset, carving something into it, while toddlers who 
were probably in 3rd grade by now were stumbling around in the background. I tried to figure out 
what she was carving but could only make out a few straight lines.   
 “What on earth were you trying to draw in this picture? Was it a poem or something?” I 
asked squinting.  
 “Nah poems are your thing. I was probably trying to draw something crude,” Niyah 
reached forward to turn on the radio. “I carved so many dicks into that thing, I bet there were 
hundreds. Maybe thousands.”  
“There weren’t thousands.” 
“There were a lot though. Maybe that’s why they took it down. Did you see the new 
playset?”  
 “Yeah I saw that they renovated it. It looks kind of nice though.” 
 “Nah, I miss the disease-ridden playset we had. It had character, heart, and dicks.” 
 “What more could you want?” I laughed.  
 “Okay, your turn.” 
 I looked over the photos and took one from the middle. Winter. It was a picture of 
Niyah’s hands, with emphasis on her freshly painted nails. The blue polish popped nicely against 
her skin. I turned the photo towards her. She smiled.  
 “I remember this one. I spent the night at your house, cause it was too late to go to the 
park. Plus, I had to help you with your nails. You always sucked at your right hand,” she said.  
 “It’s just cause it’s my dominate hand. If you’re right-handed it’s so much easier to paint 
the left with the right, you know?” 
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 “I guess, I don’t know. It’s not that hard for me. I don’t hesitate; I just go for it. I wonder 
why we took a picture of my nails and not yours. Your red nails were killer.” 
 I shrugged. Niyah finished her milkshake. I began to drink mine, then held the picture up 
to the glow shining through from the parking lot lights. 
 “This is a good picture,” I said. “That was a nice night. It felt good to have another 
person in the house with me.” 
I placed the photo back down on the dashboard.  
“Hey how is your mom by the way? Do you still live with them?” Niyah asked.  
“I still live in the house yeah. Mom is the same.” 
She left it at that. I remembered something else from that night. After the nails were 
done, the pizza was eaten, and the movies were watched, we laid down in my bed. Niyah fell 
asleep first. She snored in her sleep, but I didn’t mind because I liked having the noise. I almost 
drifted off until I heard it. Niyah’s soft snore changed to something else. I looked over and saw 
her, not really crying, but weeping.   
“I don’t want to go home,” she said. 
It pricked my heart. I tried to hold her, but she stopped me. She told me not to look at her. 
I turned away until she was done. She told me not to talk about it. I didn’t. I didn’t bring it up the 
next morning. Or at school. Or now.  
 “So, how is life with you Ms. Academia? Can’t even pick up the phone to call me,” I 
joked. 
 “I mean I’m not the one who left,” she said. 




 “I’m just kidding. I get why you had to leave,” she said then picked up a picture with 
spring colors. “Oh my God, is that Rodney B?”   
Rodney stood in-front of some mirror in the bathroom and stuck his tongue out towards 
the camera. We knew Rodney since kindergarten. He used to tease me about the gap between my 
teeth, and one day when the teachers weren’t paying attention, I sunk my teeth into Rodney’s 
shins and we’d been enemies ever since. I didn’t know how he got the camera. Niyah laughed. I 
tore the picture in two.  
“Oh, come on it’s not that serious, it’s kind of funny actually-” 
“No, I don’t think it’s funny,” I said in a voice that made her pause.  
Niyah looked at me. Now it was my turn to cry. 
“There are no picture of me here.”   
Niyah shook her head. 
“Sure, there are. I know they’re only 27 but one of them has to be of you.” 
She looked at the ones on the dashboard, then shuffled through the pile on the arm rest. 
All the photos seemed to blend until something yellow caught her eye. She held up the photo. It 
was a picture of me on a swing-set. I had on a bright yellow jacket, which wasn’t a color I 
usually wore. I remember Niyah taking the picture because of that fact. She thought I looked 
good in brightness. She thought I looked worthy of picture, so she took one mid-swing. She 
wasn’t good at taking photos, let alone action shots. I was out of focus while the world around 
me was still. I handed her the photo. 
“You can’t even see me,” I said. 
Niyah looked down trying to avoid eye contact with me. I let my tears fall for a moment, 
until my eyes caught a different picture on the dashboard. It was one of Niyah sitting in the grass 
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with her acceptance letter held up to her face. I grabbed it, and thought about ripping it up, but I 
didn’t. I just stared at it.  
“I left cause I had to,” I took a breath. “Sometimes I feel like people don’t know I exist. 
Not my mom, not my co-workers, not even you. Sometimes I don’t even feel like I’m really 
here. Like I’m not even a real human I’m just a blur or smudge or something pretending to be 
human,” I let out a sigh. “Am I even here right now? Can you even see me?” 
“Yeah. I can see you,” she said.  
She let me cry. She didn’t try to hold me, and I didn’t ask her to look away, but she did. 
My milkshake had finally melted. I didn’t want to drink it anymore. The song on the radio faded 
into the background, giving us a brief moment of dead air until the next one cued up. I was done 
crying, and sat angry.  
“Can I take a picture of you?” Niyah asked. I guess she thought it would make me feel 
better. 
“You can do whatever you want,” I said, facing forward. 
She snapped a photo on her phone.  
“That looks nice. It’s clear. It’s focused on you,” Niyah said. 














What happened would not have happened if it weren’t for Chad. Kimmi was to blame 
too, but she wasn’t really thinking about that now. She wasn’t thinking about much. Her mind 
was focused on her veins again. Kimmi was born with blue in her veins. A dark midnight color 
that seemed to almost disappear whenever someone paid attention to her. That blue was also to 
blame. If Kimmi didn’t have it, she would’ve been able to move on from what Chad said, but she 
couldn’t. So, Kimmi, Chad, and her blue were all responsible for the terrible thing that was 
written on her locker.  
Kimmi was to blame because she had the pain of a big story without the big. Big 
would’ve been her brother getting gunned down by a cop or her dad spending her formative 
years in jail. But her brother, Malik, played the quarterback position on their high schools’ 
football team, and her dad was there for all of her birthdays. Although she was hurt by the day-
to-day microaggressions she faced, she didn’t think they were enough to fill a big story. Friends 
telling her she’d look prettier if she wore her hair straight instead of the ‘kinky mess’ she wore or 
that she only got into that college because of affirmative action, just didn’t feel good enough for 
how big her pain was. That time Chad told her she was just an ‘angry black woman’, only he 
didn’t use the word black, felt like enough for a big story. But no one was around to listen to her 
except for her brother, and he brushed it off as ‘Chad just being Chad’.  
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Chad was to blame because of what he said. He said worse things, but Kimmi wasn’t 
around to hear them. He just didn’t know what to think of her. She was a dark object floating 
through the school hallways. He didn’t like the way she moved. He didn’t like her brother either, 
but he couldn’t help but admire him out on the field. Malik was the greatest quarterback to ever 
grace the Madison High School football team. Chad blushed with envy, whenever Malik’s body 
brushed his on the field. It was like Malik’s body was made for the sport, his body was high 
school football, and his body was going to bring their little town fame. And Kimmi? Chad 
thought Kimmi was just angry for no reason, So, he had to give her a reason.  
The blue was to blame because it made Kimmi think she needed attention to make her 
pain valid. Chad said the word, but the blue was the one who took Kimmi’s hands and made her 
write it on her locker in thick black sharpie ink. For a day everyone thought Chad did it. It made 
sense, his white pick-up truck did have two confederate flags hanging off of it, he did wear that 
2016 red and white hat to school every day, and he did have a dark history with the word. Of 
course, it was Chad. Fuck Chad. Everyone rallied around Kimmi and for a moment the blue in 
her veins turned a lighter color. A shade she could deal with. The color lasted for a few hours 
before her brother figured out what really happened.  
 “You wrote that didn’t you Kimmi?” Malik asked when they got home.  
 Her veins went from ultramarine to indigo in a matter of seconds.  
 “He didn’t write that. The school probably has cameras Kimmi. Fuck, why did you do 
that?” 
 Kimmi felt the blue pulsing through her, she wanted to cry.  
 “He said it though Malik. He said it to my face and you didn’t do anything.” 
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 Her veins shifted from indigo.  
 “Why didn’t you do anything?” she asked.  
 “Sometimes you just have to keep your head down. I’m just trying to get outta this place.  
You can’t be angry about everything.” 
 Her veins returned to their dark midnight. In a way Malik was to blame too. And he was 
wrong-Kimmi wasn’t angry, she was sad. So, later that night before everyone realized she was 
the one who wrote those things on her locker, she packed her bag and left. She left behind Malik, 
her dad, her friends, everyone. And as her right foot pushed into the accelerator pedal of her car, 
sending her further and further away from her small town, she saw the blue in her veins slowly 




















 I’m driving on Highway 10 on my way back from school when I see it. A large green and 
white billboard advertising for Psychology & Counseling of Hickory. The name wasn’t catchy 
but the tagline: Therapy Can Help, stays in my mind for some reason. Maybe it’s because I’m 
tired and it’s almost one in the morning, so I need a distraction to keep me awake on the road. 
Maybe it’s because the advertisement fills almost every billboard I pass. Or maybe it’s because 
I’ve thought about getting a therapist before but never did anything about it. I pass the 
advertisement again a few miles up the road. I read the phone number on the billboard and 
imagine.  
If I had a therapist, I’d want to her to look Aunt Vivian from the Fresh Prince of Bel-Air. 
The original Aunt Vivian, the dark-skinned, no nonsense, light pink leotard wearing, everybody 
dance now, Aunt Vivian. She wouldn’t necessarily have to act like Aunt Viv, I’d just want her to 
look like her because that’s what my mom looks like and it’s easy for me to talk to my mom. At 
least it used to be easy to talk to her, before I stopped going to church.    
I’d want her office to be nestled on the corner of a city that always rains, because I like 
the rain. Her office walls would be cream-colored and full of paintings by Ernie Barnes. I’d want 
his paintings in particular because they’re full of black bodies joyously living life, and if I was 
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surrounded by people who looked like me joyously living life, then maybe I’d want to live a 
joyous life too. Everything in the room would be full of color. The carpets would be pink, the 
lampshades would be light yellow, and the bookshelf would be Georgian green. There’d be every 
color in the rainbow except eggshell blue. 
The billboard had a brown chaise but if I had a therapist, I’d want it to be lavender. I’d 
lay down on her lavender colored chaise and tell her I have a shadow.  
 “Everyone has a shadow,” she’d say.  
 “Well yeah, but mine is different because it doesn’t go away when the sun disappears. I 
can still see its silhouette in the dark, which is crazy cause how can a shadow have a silhouette?” 
I’d go off on a tangent then get back on track, “I think my shadow is getting bigger, and I’m 
afraid that one day it’s going to consume me. Which sounds insane.” 
To be honest. I probably wouldn’t say that at all. Especially not at the first meeting. At 
the first meeting I’d just say, “I’m sad.” 
 “Why are you sad?” she’d ask.  
 I wouldn’t respond at first. Instead I’d mull over my thoughts because I wouldn’t want to 
say I don’t know why. I have inklings but nothing definitive. 
 “My friend Andrea says I’m sad because I do things too fast,” I’d say.  
 My therapist would ask me to elaborate, then I’d go into this spiel about the semi-car 
accident.  
 “How can an accident be semi? It either is or isn’t,” she’d say.  
 I’d decide it is an accident. Or was an accident. I’d tell her Andrea was sitting in the 
passenger seat, and my shadow was sitting in the back while I drove down the darkened highway 
I’m driving down now. It was the beginning of our winter break and I didn’t really want to go 
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back home. Some early 2000s song came on, and Andrea started talking about how much high 
school fucking sucked. I wasn’t paying attention to her because one of the scabs I got from 
shaving my legs too fast and too deep, started to itch.  
 “You’re going too fast,” Andrea said between her story.  
 “Sorry,” I said.  
 I wasn’t listening to her. I was thinking about the shreds of skin I left behind in-between 
the blades of my razor, and how much those tiny thin strands resembled brown ribbons. I got 
distracted by my shadow, that’s why I was shaving too fast.  
 “Hey you’re going too fast,” Andrea said again, this time a little louder.  
 It all happened fast. I saw an eggshell blue sticker on the bumper of the car in front of 
me. It made my shadow grow, it made me press the accelerator pedal harder, which made 
Andrea leaned over swerving us off the road, and then made my car scrape against the road 
barrier. No one was hurt. Andrea and I got out to assess the damage, and then she looked at me.  
 “What is wrong with you? Why were you going that fast?” she sighed. “You always go 
too fast.” 
That’s when I realized Andrea wasn’t talking about the car.  
 “It’s like you’re trying to get everything in your life over with as soon as possible. I just 
want to know what’s going on in your head.”  
White flakes fell out of the sky.  
“It’s snowing,” she said holding her hands out with palms aimed towards the sky.  
I wanted to join her in that moment, just standing there in the snow with nothing on my 
mind, but my shadow stopped me. It wanted to get back in the car and drive. And I didn’t want 
to make it mad, because when it got mad it got big, and it overtook me in a cloud of dark. My 
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body would feel like it was filled with smoke, my eyes would water, and my lungs would take in 
air but they wouldn’t let out. I didn’t want that to happen on the side of some road, so I told 
Andrea we should get back in the car. 
 If I had a therapist, she would jot down some notes in an orange notebook, then slightly 
rub her chin.  
 “Do you feel comfortable talking more about this shadow?” she’d ask.  
 That’s when I’d see it in the corner of her room. A faint black silhouette wedged between 
two elephant ear plants sticking out of purple pots. That’s when she would notice I looked 
uncomfortable.  
 “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but it may help us get to the root of 
your problem,” she’d say.  
 I’d tell her I’m fine with talking about the shadow now. Afterall, I would be in an office 
in a crowded city, not on the lonely highway I’m on now. The shadow shouldn’t be able to hurt 
me in there.  
Suddenly someone’s high-beams assault my eyes. I get into the right lane and watch as 
the car passes me. A college aged boy in an NC State sweatshirt sits in the driver’s seat. I assume 
he’s making his way back to his hometown for the holiday like me. I relax a little knowing I’m 
not completely alone on the road. I glance at my shadow in the passenger seat.  
 “I don’t know why I have a shadow, but my mom thinks it’s because I stopped going to 
church,” I’d say.  
 My therapist, of course would ask me to explain. Then I’d tell her about how I practically 
grew up in Oak Ville Baptist Church. I attended every Sunday service, every Wednesday night 
Bible study, every Bible Bowl, every BBQ until I was 18-years-old. Then I stopped going. I’d 
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tell my therapist that I don’t know why I stopped going. Then I’d think and say, maybe it’s 
because I think God gave me the shadow. And if God really did love me as much as the church 
says he does, then why would he give me the shadow? Why would he do that to me? I’d get 
fixated on the pronoun he. Then I’d talk about how I used to think God was a man, and as I got 
older, I thought God was a woman and now I think of God as an it. An it like my shadow. I’d go 
off on this tangent so I could stall. So, I wouldn’t have to talk about the real reason why I 
stopped going to church.  
 I stick my finger nails into the fake leather of my car’s steering wheel. My shadow gets 
darker in the passenger seat. I focus my eyes on the road.  
 If I had a therapist, I hope she’d realize I was stalling and try to get me back on track. At 
this point my shadow would become more salient in the corner of the room. I’d start to worry, 
but then I’d remember it shouldn’t be able to do anything to me in here. Not with the therapist 
around. So, I’d tell her the only thing I knew for sure, and that’s that I stopped going to church 
because of Laviath. 
 If I had a therapist, I’d tell her Laviath was my church’s Youth Pastor. He was in charge 
of the tweens aged 10-13. My church counted the 13-year-old’s in with the tweens because we 
didn’t have enough teens to justify making a separate teen group. So Laviath was in charge of all 
12 of us, and I thought he was the best, everyone did, because he didn’t act like all the other 
adults, he actually listened to what we had to say. When Adam told him, he felt stupid because 
he couldn’t figure out Pre-Algebra, Laviath helped him with his homework, and eventually 
helped him pass the class. When Selena couldn’t afford to pay for her new cheerleading uniform, 
Laviath used his own money to help buy her the outfit. He was like an older brother. He always 
wore dark wash jeans and tennis shoes, even on Sunday’s. Every Friday night he’d gather us up 
Winters 46 
 
in the church mini-van, pop in a Kirk Franklin CD, roll the tinted windows down, and take us to 
the bowling alley to bond.  
 At this point I’d stop talking because my shadow would begin to grow and I would feel it 
making the room dark. My therapist would tell me to just focus in on her, and I would although, 
my shadows’ dark would still fill my peripherals.  
 If I had a therapist, I’d tell her my shadow appeared on an Easter Sunday. That was the 
day Laviath wore nice pants and an eggshell blue tie. That was back when I still liked the color.  
 “The adults forced me to dress up,” he rolled his eyes as if he wasn’t an adult and 
smirked at me.  
 “I think you look nice,” I said.  
The church had underestimated how many kids would show up the Easter Egg Hunt, so 
we ran out of eggs. Laviath offered to go to the store to pick up more, and he asked me to tag 
along. We went to the store down the road. This time he didn’t put in his gospel CD or roll down 
the tinted windows. He played whatever was on the radio, and sang along in a voice that made 
me blush. He pulled into the more isolated part of the parking lot, and told me I was beautiful. I 
told him I didn’t feel that way and he said he could make me feel it. So, he placed his hand under 
my dress and made me feel everything but. It was slow and it hurt. I didn’t want to look him in 
the eye so I focused in on his eggshell blue tie. When I got back my mom said I looked strange. I 
was going to tell her what happened, but then I saw a shadow.  
If I had a therapist at this point, I’d probably be crying in her office. The type of cry with 
no sound. She’d put down her notebook and hand me some tissues out of a box. Then she’d try 
to help me work through everything I told her, but her hands would start to shake. My shadow 
was consuming her and I’d be left alone in a room full of darkness.  
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I pull over to the side of the road, and get out. All it takes is a few deep shaky breaths for 
me to feel some sense of calm. A light catches my eye and I look up. The advertisement sits in 
front of me illuminated by the spot lights lining the board. I sigh.  The woman on it doesn’t look 
like my mom or Aunt Vivian for that matter. Her skin is darker and her hair is in dreads. The 
office pictured doesn’t look like a rainbow but it doesn’t lack color. A few different shades of 
green and white decorate it. The location of the office isn’t in the city, but it’s far enough in town 
to make me feel safe. I look at the phone number. I feel my shadow next to me. Flurries begin to 























 I was sitting on the pavement behind the Waffle House at 3am crying my eyes out when I 
saw Icarus (yeah, the one from the myth) fall. I thought he was a shooting star at first. The color 
he made in the sky was like fire. Cream colored feathers, golden wax, and the light brown-haired 
man tumbling to the Earth, all combined into a flame colored ball. He crashed into the woods 
behind the diner. A soft thunder like noise sounded from where he fell. I stood up and stared into 
the woods ready to walk towards him, but then my boss came out.  
 “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” he asked. 
 I flinched. 
 “Nowhere,” I said. 
 “Breaks over. The early morning crowd will be here soon, so be on your a-game,” he 
said. 
 A crowd swarmed me as soon as I went back inside. Two omelets, three All-Star 
Specials, ten cups of coffee, and seven waffles later, Icarus walked in. The crowd had dispersed 
by then, leaving me, him, and a lonely trucker behind to witness the barely clothed man before 
us. Feathers connected only by wax hung off his body. Dirt and mud clung to his tanned skin. I 
was surprised to see no blood anywhere on him. He looked a little phased but he didn’t seem too 
hurt by the fall. He sat down in a booth and examined a menu.  
 “Can you help me get out of here?” he asked me when I came over. 
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 “Have you tried a car? Or bus?” I asked. 
 “No. They can’t get me to where I’m going.” 
 His stomach grumbled.  
 “What’s good here?” he asked. 
 “The All-Star Special is always good.” 
 “I’ll have that then.” 
 I took down his order, and walked to the kitchen. 
 “All-Star Special,” I told my boss. 
 “Someone got piss all over the wall in the men’s bathroom, need you to clean it up. I got 
cleaner in my office,” he responded, then threw me the keys to his office. 
 I knocked on the bathroom door. No one said anything. The smell of the place made me 
gag. I moved my shirt over my nose. Off-colored urinals lined yellow walls. Dark orange stains 
decorated the walls in spots. I sprayed multi-purpose cleaner on the walls and scrubbed the 
stains.  
 When I came back from cleaning, Icarus already had his food. He was going to town on 
his waffles, shoveling forkfuls into his mouth. His coffee looked low. 
 “I saw you fall outta the sky. Did it hurt?” I asked, pouring him more coffee. 
 “A little, but I’m still here,” he smirked. “I’m gonna try again later. I just gotta get out of 
here, you know?” 
 I knew exactly what he meant.  




 My mind flashed to some old glue sticks I saw in my boss’s office. I grabbed them and 
handed them to Icarus. He placed a ball of feathers covered in wax on the table. He smeared glue 
on the feathers and soon a pair of wings appeared before him. He slid the wings on his back and 
headed for the door.  
 “Thanks for the glue,” he said as he left.  
 
 He fell again the next night. I was outside again, but I wasn’t crying this time. Instead I 
scrolled through odd job openings on my phone carefully making sure each job listing was 
somewhere outside of town. My break ended and I went back inside to finish my shift.  
 “You look nice,” Icarus said taking a seat at the same booth he sat at last night. 
 He was in the same condition he was in before, only this time blood dressed the heels of 
his bare feet. The rest of his body was covered in dirt and feathers. 
 “So, the glue didn’t work?” I asked. 
 “No. It didn’t melt like the wax but after a few minutes of flapping it dried and the 
stickiness faded.” 
 “Dang. We’ll have to try something else then.” 
 He played with the syrup bottles on the table. 
 “What about these?” 
 I shook my head. 
 “The consistency is too watery. Sure, syrup makes things sticky, but you’d barely get off 
the ground with it,” I said, pouring him a cup of coffee.  
 I could hear my boss banging on the fridge door and cursing from the kitchen. 
 “Damn thing, Samantha! Get the duct tape outta my office would ya?” 
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 My eyes lit up. 
 “Duct tape!” 
 I came back with a roll of gray duct tape and handed it to Icarus. He covered the 
remaining feathers in the tape. Soon a pair of metallic colored wings laid before him. 
 “Perfect,” he said. 
 They were perfect, and they almost glittered under the fluorescent lights. I smiled feeling 
warm inside. 
 “Thank you, Samantha,” he said before walking out to try again. 
 
 This time he didn’t come back. He wasn’t there the next night. Or the night after that, or 
the night after that. He was gone. He finally made it out. And maybe it was time for me to try to 


















Gigi didn’t want to go to the party but she had to. That was the price she had to pay for 
living at Granville, the center of Greek Life at her school. She had to go to the parties, she had to 
drink the drinks, and she had to wear the clothes. Vineyard Vine or Lilly Pulitzer brands for 
church days, and anything that was easy to take off for party nights. Gigi pulled a flat iron 
through her hair, muting her curls. She had learned pretty quickly that her 4c afro, didn’t fit in 
with Granville’s straight blonde hair aesthetic.  
Smoke from the iron rose to the ceiling. Gigi hated straightening her hair because it made 
it smell burnt. Her natural curls smelled of coconut oil and mangos, and the flat iron suppressed 
that with every stroke she made. She sprayed a light mist of perfume to her hair, but the iron 
surpassed. She sighed.  
She looked at herself in the mirror. Her black skin was almost blue in the florescent lights 
of the room. She adjusted her tight skirt and crop-top, making sure to highlight her assets. She 
felt pretty for the world, but not for herself. Her roommate Maggie came out of the bathroom, 
dressed in a red kimono her parents got her for Christmas. Gigi stared at the outfit remembering 
the time Maggie laughed at their Japanese suitemate for her ‘funny accent’. A few blonde hairs 
floated to the ground as Maggie entered the room. She smiled at Gigi’s outfit.  
 “Yass queen,” she said, stretching out the ‘e’ sound in queen.  




 The girls entered the frat house together but dispersed to their respective spots once they 
crossed the threshold. Gigi went to the living room to dance, and Maggie went to the kitchen to 
drink. Gigi danced for an hour or so, and retreated to the kitchen when the majority white crowd 
started ‘patting their weave’ like Beyoncé. Gigi spotted Maggie in the corner. Spit dripped down 
Maggie’s chin as she balanced between taking shots of tequila and making out with one of her 
guy friends. Gigi poured herself a shot of vodka. A song came on, and the crowd screamed with 
excitement. Maggie pushed her friend to the side, and pulled Gigi out into the living room to 
dance.  
 In Gigi’s mind the crowd disappeared and she was on the dance floor by herself. Her feet 
slipped out of her heels, and she felt like she was floating as she moved from side to side. She 
felt good until she heard Maggie say the N-word. Gigi knew the word was coming, but while 
some of the white crowd censored themselves, most didn’t. Maggie didn’t. Spittle from Maggie’s 
chin flew through the air as she repeated the word over and over again, like the song. Gigi 
stopped dancing, but Maggie kept bobbing along.  
 “Don’t say that,” Gigi said. 
 “I’m just singing along to the song. Nigga is in the lyrics.” 
Gigi’s cheeks got hot.  
“I know it’s in the lyrics, but you can’t say it, so don’t say it.” 
Maggie cocked her head to the side, not used to not getting what she wanted.  
“It’s just a song Gigi. It’s just a song.” 




 The weather was still in the early stages of Spring, so the remnants of Winter remained. 
Gigi walked past barley budding flowers as a breeze resembling October blew past her, chilling 
her skin. The frat house wasn’t far from Granville, but it was nighttime and the streets were 
empty. Gigi clutched her dorm room key between her knuckles.  
 Leaves rustled behind her, she turned around and saw a fawn. It stared at her blinking 
with big liquid black eyes. Its white spots glowed pale yellow in the moonlight. Gigi was never 
one for animals, but for some reason she had an urge to touch the creature. She stretched her 
fingers towards the fawn, it ran. 
 Gigi whipped back to her front, and noticed a large booth that resembled one of those 
janky photo booths you’d see at a carnival, before her. The booth had the words ‘You Talk, We 
Listen’ painted on the side in black letters. Gigi rubbed her eyes. The door to the booth was 
slightly cracked open, waiting for someone to come inside and talk. Gigi looked at her phone and 
noticed it was almost two in the morning.  
 “Fuck that,” she said and continued walking towards her dorm.  
 Leaves rustled behind her again. Gigi stared at the booth thinking about what happened at 
the party.   
 “Fuck it.” 
 She walked into the booth. A sweet earthly spice filled her nostrils. She sat down onto an 
orange bean-bag-like chair. Suddenly, a voice that made her blood warm not chill, sounded over 
the speakers attached to the ceiling.   
 “Hello child.” 
 “Hello ceiling voice.” 
 The voice laughed.  
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 “Oh, I like you,” it said.  
 “So, what is this for? Some art project?” 
 “Sure.” 
 “That doesn’t sound convincing.” 
 “It’s whatever you want it to be. You talk, I listen.” 
 “So, like therapy?” 
 “If that’s what you want to call it.” 
 Gigi shifted in her seat.  
 “I don’t see how talking is gonna change anything.” 
 The voice got quiet for a moment. Gigi’s words sunk into the booth.  
“Talking is a start. Sure, it might not change anything, but it’s a start. Words have power 
you know?” 
Gigi sighed.  
 “What happened tonight felt like getting a paper cut. It’s small and I can probably handle 
it on my own, but it still hurts like hell. And it’s usually not one paper cut, it’s multiple every 





 Samani was on the brink of becoming something. She just didn’t know what that 




“You’re okay,” she said out loud.  
She did her facial expression exercises. She leaned over the sink and began with a smile. 
Her brown lips stretch upwards towards the ceiling. Happy, pleased, content. Slowly she moved 
towards a more neutral pose. Lips slouching slightly. Normal, impartial, relaxed. The exercises 
were supposed to help her interpret social situations better, but she couldn’t tell if she was 
improving or not.  
She made a funny face, rolled her eyes up to the ceiling and used her fingers to stretch 
her mouth wide open. Suddenly, the door to the shared bathroom opened and her roommate 
Rebecca walked in holding a shower caddy. Samani scrapped the sides of her cheeks as she 
quickly put her hands to her side.  
“You good?” Rebecca asked.  
“Yeah,” Samani said as the taste of metallic filled her mouth.  
 She gave Rebecca a half smile then retreated into their room, with her hands covering her 
face.  
 “Way to go Samani, now she thinks you’re a freak.” 
 She went to her desk to do homework for the night. She pulled out the stack of scripts her 
classmates had written, and started reading.  
 
 Samani blinked at the script for a few moments trying to process what she had just read.  
Her peer had written a tone-deaf script about the redeemable qualities of Hitler. She rubbed her 
eyes. The student who wrote it had a history of writing scripts like this one, he seemed to get joy 
out of making his classmates uncomfortable. Rebecca walked in and saw Samani’s face.  
 “You good?” she asked.  
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 “You wanna read something horrible?” 
 Samani handed her the paper.  Rebecca read.  
 “Jesus, he really tried it,” she laughed.  
 “Right?”  
 Samani moved closer to Rebecca and studied her face. Exercise in practice. Rebecca 
started brushing her hair, dark brown strands floated through the air as she moved the comb 
downward. Her eyebrows pushed slightly together in concentration. Focused, attentive, present.  
 “It made my skin crawl,” Samani said picking the conversation back up.  
 Rebecca’s eyebrows moved upward, and her lips curved slightly down.  
 “Yeah. I mean it was a terrible concept, but it was also poorly written, so it would never 
have the power to do any real damage,” Rebecca said swooping her hair to the side.  
 Samani tried to make a face of understanding, eyes slightly squinting, and head bobbing 
up and down, but she couldn’t help but still feel a little off about the script. She felt anger 
bubbling up inside of her. Anger that she had to waste her time reading the script. Anger that she 
had to find something nice to say about it. And anger that she was in a class with him in the first 
place.  
 “Oh Addie,” Rebecca laughed referencing a line from the script. “What a fucking joke.” 
 “Yeah.” 
 Samani’s head started to beat.  
 “Hey I’m going to go for a walk or something, I’ll be back later.” 




 Despite the dark hour Samani had left her room, she decided to walk near the more 
wooded area of Chapel Hill because there were less people around.  She stared up at the starry 
night sky. Her shoes bounced gently against the concrete, as a cold late-night breeze made her 
hug herself.  
 “The script is problematic,” she said out loud.  
 She glanced down, noticing her shoes were untied. She tied them. Leaves rustled behind 
her. The breeze disappeared, and the air warmed. Samani got goosebumps. She turned around 
and came face-to-face with a booth labeled ‘You Talk, We Listen’. Samani cocked her head to 
the side, confused. The door to the booth opened. She walked inside and was greeted with a 
sweet earthly spice. She took notice of the strange black symbols and words that decorated the 
booths white walls. Her body tensed, until a calming voice sounded over the speakers.  
 “Hello child.” 
 “Hi.” 




 Naomi moved her head to Adien’s chest and listened to his heart beat. It had finally 
returned back to its normal rhythm. He grabbed her hand, and she watched as her black hand and 
his white hand intertwined. She looked down at their bodies and noticed how well they fit 
together. Naomi was finally starting to understand what it meant to be one. Adien rested his other 
hand on her head.  
 “You have so many fucking curls,” he laughed lightly.  
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 Naomi turned her head to smile up at him. She leaned in for a kiss, Adien’s phone rang.  
 “Sorry,” he said grabbing it off his night stand.  
 Naomi placed her head on a pillow and listened. 
“Hi mom,” he paused. “Nah I’m just studying.”  
Naomi clenched her jaw and turned away from him. He was supposed to tell his mom 
about their relationship, but he never got around to doing it. Adien and Naomi made their 
relationship official between themselves months ago. Naomi told all of her friends and family, 
but Adien only told a few close friends. She didn’t know why he didn’t tell his mom but she had 
a dark inkling. She thought back to a conversation she had with her friends last week.  
“I just think it’s weird that he hasn’t told everyone about you two,” Abigail said scrolling 
through Adien’s Instagram.  
“If you look back at his Instagram or Facebook page, you’ll see how open he was about 
his past relationships, yet I don’t see one picture of you and him on his timeline.” 
Naomi shrugged her shoulders  
“He’s kind of private about his life. Some people are like that. They don’t want to post 
everything about their lives online.” 
“Girl, a year ago he posted a picture of him and his ex in bed together. That doesn’t 
seem very private to me.” 
“That was a year ago, he’s a different person now.” 
“He’s not that different.” 
Naomi pulled her knees up to her chin. Adien hung up the phone. 
“Sorry about that.” 
“I thought you told her about us?” 
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 “No, I haven’t gotten around to it,” he said slowly. 
“Were you ever going to get around to it?” 
“I don’t know. My family is old fashioned. I was going to wait a little longer-” 
“We’ve been dating for five months.” 
Naomi got out of the bed and started getting dressed. Adien tried to grab her and pull her 
close to him, but she gently pushed him away.  
“What am I to you?” 
Silence stained the air between them. 
“Something different,” Adien finally responded.  
Naomi stared at him, then left. She walked out into the cold Spring night. As she bent 




A couple of weeks past and soon large orange posters labeled ‘You Talk, We Listen’ 
appeared all around campus. Classrooms, announcement boards, everywhere. Each poster 
featured a different story told in the booth. Names were changed, no faces were pictured, but 
everyone who told their story knew which one was theirs.  
 
 Gigi was lying on her bed when Maggie walked into the room.  
 “Have you seen those posters around campus?” Maggie asked.  
 “Yeah?” Gigi responded preparing herself for whatever bullshit was about to come out of 
Maggie’s mouth.  
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 “They’re ridiculous right? I mean everyone has shitty days, that’s just a part of life.” 
 “Sure, everyone has shitty days, but the stuff people are talking about is more than a 
shitty day.” 
 “How so?” 
“They just are Maggie. I don’t know how to explain it to you, and I don’t feel like 
explaining it to you. They’re something I don’t think you’ll ever truly understand, because you 
won’t have to experience it. But if you want to know then Google it your damn self.” 
  
Samani felt betrayed by the voice. She didn’t give it permission to spread her story 
around campus. Sure, the stories were anonymous, but she felt as if everyone knew which poster 
was hers. She hated it when people stared at her. She walked into her screenwriting class, and 
felt her peers’ eyes follow her to her seat. Samani kept her eyes focused on her laptop, only 
looking up once just in time to see the guy who wrote the Hitler script glare at her. 
 
 Naomi stood in front of the poster next to hers, and read about the guy who experienced 
the same thing she had, only with his white girlfriend’s family. She nodded to herself. Her phone 
buzzed in her pocket. It was a text message from Adien. She ignored it, and continued to read the 
other posters.  
 
One day later the posters were vandalized. Someone drew swastikas, racial slurs, and 
other offensive symbols all over them. The school sent out an email condemning the vandalism, 
but demanding to know who put the posters up in the first place. Apparently, ‘You Talk, We 
Listen’ wasn’t apart of any art project the school was aware of. It was just a random act 
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committed by an unknown person. Due to the vandalism and lack of permission the posters were 
taken down.  
 
Gigi walked past the frat houses, trying to find the magical booth again. She went to the 
spot where the booth was, only to be greeted by a small crowd of people she didn’t recognize. 
She tapped on a girl’s shoulder.  
 “Hey, this might be a weird question, but have you seen a booth around here?” She 
asked.  
 “Yeah, it’s gone. We were looking for it too.” The girl gestured to the crowd.  
 “Oh.”  
 “Yeah. What’s your name?” 
 “Gigi.” 
 “I’m Naomi.” 
 Naomi and Gigi shook hands. The girls started talking. Soon more and more people came 
to see what happened to the booth. They grieved at first, but then they talked, then they laughed, 















 I met Bow at a staffing agency in Asheville. Everything about the place was monotone, 
except for Bow. She had honey blonde braids that she wore up in a bun that day, a bright red 
dress, and brightly colored motivational cat posters scattered on the wall behind her desk. She 
was the only one who looked excited to be there. Everyone else looked like zombies slumped 
over their desks with tasteless office coffee in their hands. Bow shuffled through some papers on 
her desk and examined my resume. I stuck my fingernail into my palm and left behind little 
crescent shaped marks.  
 “So, tell me a little bit about yourself Kira,” Bow said taking a sip of tea from a mint 
green mug.  
 “I just graduated from UNC Asheville. I studied film. Couldn’t really do anything with it 
obviously,” I said.  
 She laughed.  
 “That’s okay. I went there too. I studied Art History. I’m still doing stuff with it, it’s just 
not my job. Have you worked with a staffing agency before?” 
 I shook my head no.  
 “Okay, here we mostly have temp jobs. Places looking to fill an empty spot, but these 
jobs aren’t long term options. Are you okay with that?” 
 “I guess I have to be.” 
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 “Fair,” she smiled. “There’s a paper company who’s going to be having a corporate 
meeting at the Capital Club. They just need people to help stick pins onto name tags. It pays $10 
an hour. The gig is only for a few days leading up to the big meeting, then it’s over. I think this 
would be a good place for you until more options open up.” 
 “Yeah that sounds good.” 
 On the way home a slushy mixture of rain and ice pelted my car. I turned on my wipers, 
let my foot off the break and removed my hands from the wheel. I’d done this hundreds of times 
before. I had dreams about dying in a car crash. Getting rear-ended and going out in a fiery blaze 
or getting my throat slit by a chunk of glass from the windshield. No would think I did it on 
purpose. Accidents are too common; it could happen to anyone. I’d hope for one every time I got 
in my car. I’d hope for the roads to be too slick. Hope for someone to be more focused on their 
phone than the road. Hope for some deer to jump on the road and crash its antlers through my 
skull. Something. Every time I drove some higher being put my foot back on the break, my 
hands back on the steering wheel and I always made it back home safely to my plain one bed 
room apartment. Most of the furniture was from previous owners. A stained couch I covered 
with a blanket, a lumpy bed and four-person table were all I had decoration wise. My fridge was 
empty. I ate a granola bar for dinner and cried myself to sleep.  
 
 The building was one of the nicest buildings I’ve seen in a while. It smelled like hotel 
shampoo, that sweet fake scent of citrus and clean linen. A woman dressed in a sleek black dress 
eyed me up and down and sent me to a room in the back. A fold out table with a matching set of 
fold out chairs were placed in the middle of the room with two large plastic bags. One was filled 
with safety pins attached to a sticky backing and the other was filled with black rectangles that 
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had names engraved on them. An old woman with doughy hands sat next to a man thinning hair. 
Both of them had a small pile of the material next to them.  
 “All you have to do is attach the safety pins to the name tags,” the woman said and left 
the room.  
 I grabbed a handful of pins and took the paper off the back. I squeezed the pin too hard 
and it opened up and pricked my thumb. A droplet of blood flowed down my palm. I smeared it 
on my pants and continued. The old woman and man didn’t say anything. The woman had 
headphones in and slightly bounced her leg up and down. The man wasn’t listening to anything, 
but every three name tags he made, he’d adjust in his seat and clear his throat. I pricked myself 
again and more droplets came out. I started doing it on purpose. Every five name tags made I’d 
stab my thumb becoming more and more aggressive with each tag. Soon my thumb was a bloody 
mess.   
 “What on earth are you doing?” The old woman was staring at me.  
 I looked down at my hands. I was about to say something to justify myself, but then the 
woman in the black dress came back. She saw my hands and dismissed me.  
 
 “So, that job didn’t work,” Bow said. 
 My thumb was wrapped in gauze. I wasn’t going to go back to the agency but she called 
me after she found out what happened. I was surprised she called me. There were plenty of 
people who were better fit and more capable for this, why did she care about me? 
 “I have a job opening at this textile company my girlfriend works at. It’s slightly outside 
of Asheville, but it’s not too far. The company prints patterns onto pillow cases, they just need 
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someone to do desk work and help keep track of orders. Does that sound like something you’d be 
interested in?”   
 “Yeah, that sounds nice.”  
 Bow handed me some papers.  
 “Hey why did you call me? Most people would just move on to the next client.  
 She shrugged her shoulders. 
 “We all need help sometimes. I just wanted to help.” 
 “Oh, well thanks.” 
 “No problem. Also,” she paused for a moment. “I hope this isn’t weird, but do you want 
to come over to my house for dinner? My girlfriend is making Cajun Chicken pasta tonight and 
it’s honestly the best thing I’ve ever tasted.” 
I said I would. 
 
I was getting full off of the smell coming from their small apartment. Bow greeted me 
dressed in a red jumpsuit. I was beginning to notice it was her color. She hugged me, then 
introduced me to her girlfriend Ruth. Ruth had a shaved head and wore all black. They looked 
good together. 
“Here Kira try some of this,” Ruth said, handing me a fork full of chicken and pasta.  
The spices coated my tongue, in a glorious hot and salty combination. The cream on the 
pasta cut down some of the heat, and I devoured the sample in one bite.  
 “This is so good,” I said with my mouth full.  
Ruth laughed.  
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Their apartment was compact and cute. Every space in their house was filled with 
something. Chairs, floor lamps, a mini Bonsai tree, random art sculptures in the shape of 
lionesses, a few paintings hung on the walls, there were no blank spaces anywhere. 
“Are these yours Bow?” I asked. 
“Of course. I’m putting my art history degree to good use,” she looked at the paintings on 
the walls and talked about the artists who made them. Her face shone as she spoke. It was 
fascinating, listening to her talk. She should’ve been a museum guide, or curator, or something. 
Not a staffing agent. She was brilliant.   
“Why do you work at the agency?” I asked.  
“There aren’t that many jobs available for art history majors. Shocking I know, but,” she 
paused. “I’m doing what I have to do so I can do what I want to do. I’m at the agency because it 
pays well enough for me to indulge in my dreams, and I get to help people find jobs while 
they’re still searching for their long-term job. I don’t know, I think there’s value in that. I like 
working there. Plus, my boss is really nice.” 
 Ruth came in with a bottle of red wine in one hand and three glasses balanced between 
the fingers of her other hand. She poured us a glass. 
 “I’m exactly where I need to be and I don’t think I’m missing out on anything,” Bow said 
placing an arm around Ruth.  
 “Yeah we’re literally living in a museum,” Ruth said.  
The wine made me feel warm. 
“What are we having for dessert?” Bow asked. 
“Dessert? We haven’t even had dinner yet.” 
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“We don’t have to eat it now, I just wanna know. I saw an extra grocery bag, so I know 
you got something.” 
Ruth smirked. 
“Okay, baking is not my thing, but I saw these at the store and I couldn’t help myself.” 
She grabbed a box of Zebra Cakes from the kitchen and tossed me the plastic covered 
sweet. I took off the wrapping and sunk my teeth into them, letting the soft yellow sponge cake 
sandwiching sweet cream take over my taste buds. I forgot how good those hexagon shaped 
snacks tasted. I hadn’t eaten one since elementary school. 
I went home that night full and happy. I wanted to stay all night, but I had to get ready for 
the new job. As I moved further and further away from them, I felt the sadness start to set in 
again. I was alone. That night I dreamed that my brakes weren’t working and I was sliding out of 
control down the mountain highway. A smile crept on my face as my car accelerated over the 
edge and I died in a glorious blaze. That made me think of who’d find me on the side of the 
road? Who’d care that I was dead? Who’d go to my funeral? I couldn’t think of anyone.  
 
 The factory was huge. It was mainly a large open space filled with people at individual 
work stations next to computers and bundles of fabric. The perimeter of the factory were where 
the bathrooms, break rooms, and individual offices were. Ruth greeted me along side a man 
dressed in flannel and jeans.  
 “Welcome to the Jamison’s Fabrics team. My name is Adam Jamison, and I’m gonna let 
Ruth here show you around, then we can get started on showing you what you’ll be doing.” 
 I nodded and smiled at Ruth, happy to be working around someone I knew.  
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 “So, it’s a pretty simple process. You won’t have to be dealing with any of it, but I think 
it’s good for everyone working here to know what we do.” 
She took me to her station. A picture of Bow sat on her desk next to notebook pages 
filled with drawings.  
 “You draw?” I asked.  
 She nodded.  
 “The artist and the art curator. Bow and I are truly the power couple.” She smiled, then 
pointed to her computer. “So, we design the patterns on here, and the pattern is usually whatever 
the customer wants. Then we send it to the machines, put the fabric in, and the pattern gets 
copied onto the material. It’s basically a big copy machine, except instead of using paper you use 
fabric.” 
 “Pretty simple,” I said.  
 “Yep. You will be in one of the individual offices, all you do is review customer orders 
and document them into an excel sheet. There’s an instruction book on your desk that can take 
you through the process.” 
 I read the book and did the work. It was all mind numbing, but every so often I would 
glance at Ruth on the floor and feel better. We went on our lunch break. I forgot to bring food. 
Ruth gave me a Zebra Cake and the sweetness motivated me for the rest of the day.  
 
 I went over to dinner at Bow and Ruth’s apartment the next night. This time Bow cooked. 
Ramen and salad. It wasn’t Cajun Chicken but it still tasted pretty good.  




“I like watching movies. For a moment I’m not me, I’m someone else, and I like feeling 
that way. I wanted to make other people feel that way too, so I studied film in college. I wanted 
to make movies,” I said.  
“Wanted? You don’t want to anymore?” Ruth asked. 
“No, I do. I just don’t have the time,” I paused cause it didn’t feel true. “Or I don’t have 
the motivation. I don’t know. I’m not in a class anymore and I don’t have any deadlines to worry 
about so I haven’t been filming anything and-” I got quiet again trying to think of a good reason 
as to why I stopped working on my passion. “I feel like a fake,” I finished.  
I bit my lip till I tasted metallic. Bow and Ruth nodded.  
“I get that,” Ruth said. “Before this job I wasn’t doing anything. No drawing, no cooking, 
just laying in bed all day sulking about life. I just wanted to fucking die after college. But then I 
met Bow, and she made me want to do something.” 
Bow smiled.  
“She helped me find this job. Then I realized I could design anything on those machines, 
and I mean anything. So, every few nights I go over there and copy some of my art work onto 
fabric. I don’t use the company’s fabric, though, I just get some sheets from Walmart and go 
from there. I sell my stuff on Etsy. Speaking of that, I have to get a design to a costumer by 
Wednesday, so I’ll be at the factory late tonight.” 
“That’s so cool,” I said staring wide eyed at her.  
“Yeah, so like I think you should still try to do some film stuff. Even if its small and not 
that good, at least it’s something.” 
I nodded. Ruth leaned over and gave Bow a kiss on the lips. She winked at me, grabbed a 
Zebra Cake, and went out the door.  
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Bow and I sat there in silence. It wasn’t the awkward kind of silence, it was peaceful. 
“A few days ago, you asked me why I called you back. I told you I just wanted to help, 
but that wasn’t entirely true.” 
I looked at her. 
“After I heard what happened with your thumb it reminded me of me,” she paused. 
“When I got outta school I didn’t have a job or money, and I was too prideful to ask my family 
for help, cause I knew they’d say that’s what I got for getting an art degree. So, I was alone. I 
was alone.” 
Ice sounded against the apartment windows. A slight chill made me shiver.  
“I imagined myself walking out onto the street and getting hit by a car. I use to jaywalk 
and cross the street without looking, hoping some car would crash into me. Most cars would 
slow down or honk, but this one time I actually got hit.” 
“You got hit by a car?” 
“Yeah, it wasn’t that bad obviously. I’m still here, but my right ankle pops if I move it 
too much.” 
She rolled her ankle. I cringed. 
“The person who hit me worked at the staffing agency. She saw me at the hospital and I 
told her everything. Everything that was on my mind, and she hired me. It was the nicest thing 
anyone’s ever done for me.” 
She took a sip of wine. 
“So, yeah. When I heard about your thumb, it reminded me of me.” 




“For me it’s car accidents. I think about dying in a car accident.” 
Bow nodded. 
“Parallel thinking.”  
 Bow smiled.  
“I have something to show you,” she said getting off the couch.   
She went to her room and came back with a little black box. Inside was a small ring, with 
a big circular diamond in the middle. It glistened under her apartment lights.  
“I’m gonna ask Ruth to marry me,” she smiled, and I smiled and we looked at the ring in 
the box.  
“I want to make a movie right now,” I said.  
“Right now right now?”  
“Yes, let’s just go let’s just film in the city. Something avant-garde. I want to capture-I 
don’t know, an emotion or something. I don’t have a camera or anything,” 
“You can use my phone camera.” 
“Fuck yeah.” 
I filmed Bow downtown. I followed her past murals and expensive shops only bougie 
tourists could afford to shop at. A few people were busking on the side of the main roads filling 
the night air with raw sound. It felt good to have a camera in my hand, and I liked watching Bow 
through the lens. I didn’t know what emotion I was going for and when I looked back over the 
film footage later that night, I realized some of the shots were blurry and none of them could be 
used to form a cohesive story, but that didn’t matter because Ruth was right. It felt good to make 




I said goodbye to Bow and drove home. I kept my foot near the brakes and my hands on 
the steering wheel. The hard ice from earlier turned into a cold rain. A truck salted the road a few 
miles ahead of me. I focused on the road, proud of what I made that night. I thought about my 
next project, maybe I’d film Ruth at work or Bow proposing. I smiled at the idea. Before I went 

























The spring still felt like winter, so the house smelled like heat. Annelle put the chicken 
her mother let thaw, into the oven. Barley, Annelle’s older brother, walked into the house with a 
handful of mail and a Best Buy bag. Ever since he got his job at Geek Squad he’s been coming 
home every night with things he bought with his employee discount. Yesterday he brought a 
Google Home Mini, the day before that he brought Air Pods for himself, and the day before that 
a Nest Learning Thermostat. Their mother was happy with all of the new tech, but Annelle was a 
little wary of it.  
 Other than a laptop she needed for school, Annelle preferred not to mess with most 
modern technology or media. If she wanted to contact her friends, she called them on the house 
phone. If she was bored, she read books she got from the library or watched re-runs of old 
television shows. And if she wanted to listen to music, she listened to records on her mom’s old 
player in the basement. She didn’t like the term “old soul” cause she felt like it implied wanting 
to live in a different time period, and she did not want to live in the past. She just opted out of the 
tech side of the world, because it made her feel more present with where she was. Annelle didn’t 
use any of the things Barley brought home, but she watched him install or explain any new tech 
he got because it made him happy, and she liked seeing him happy.  
 He placed the Best Buy bag on the table and sorted the mail, placing junk in the trash and 
continuing to shuffle through the various envelopes he had in his hands. His eyes landed on a 
small letter with a logo Annelle couldn’t quite make out from afar.  
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 “To Annelle Parker Colten, from Hartigan University,” Barley read out loud.  
 Annelle ran over to grab the letter from him, but he held it up high.  
 “Give it Barley.” 
 “Oh, I’m sorry I can’t hear you I have air pods in,” he smirked as he took the pods out, “I 
didn’t think they still sent letters. Don’t they email these things now?” 
 “Some schools do both. I haven’t checked my email in a while.” 
 “Well that’s not good.” 
 Barley tapped the letter on her head then handed it to her. Annelle stood there frozen to 
her spot. She applied to twelve different colleges, and so far, she’d been rejected by four. The 
others haven’t responded yet. The letter felt like a weight in her hands. 
 “Aren’t you gonna open it?” 
 “Yeah, just give me a minute.” 
 She rubbed the envelope between her thumb and pointer fingers, carefully inspecting the 
quality of the paper. It was thick, which Annelle took to be a good sign. The past rejections 
letters were sent in paper so thin you could see the bolded “we regret to inform you” right 
through the paper. But this letter was also small, a standard 4x9 rectangle, which probably wasn’t 
a good sign. She felt Barley’s eyes on her.  
 “Stop staring at me,” she said. 
 “Well I wanna see if you got in too. I helped edit your essays.” 
 Annelle put the envelope on the table and sat down slouching forward in her seat to rest 
her head on the table. Barley sat down opposite of her.  
 “If you want a distraction,” he rummaged through the stuff he brought home. “I was 
saving this for your graduation, but now seems like a good time.” 
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 He pulled out a plastic cylinder filled with blank CDs and a portable blue CD player with 
headphones attached.  
 “I know records are your thing but I figured since you can’t lug mom’s old player to 
school with you, this would be the next best option. It has a similar feel to playing a record, just 
smaller.” 
 “That’s really thoughtful Barley, but all these CDs are blank.” 
 “Well that’s where the fun part comes in. I’m making you a mixtape. Annelle’s 
Graduation Playlist, from birth till now. The title needs work, I know.” 
 Annelle smiled. Her mind was off of the letter. The two walked to Barley’s room passing 
various family photos surrounding a huge painted-on “live, laugh, love” slogan their mother 
insisted on having despite protest from both Barley and Annelle. The house started to smell like 
baked chicken, a nice mixture of savory spices filled the air. Annelle’s foot hit the spot in the 
floor that creaked as the two entered Barley’s room.  
 His room hadn’t changed much over the years. He still had his walls painted black from 
his emo middle school days. A few Lord of the Rings posters hung framed on his walls. And 
despite him being 25 years old his still slept with a Pokémon comforter. Everything was the same 
except for the three-monitor computer and desk combo that sat nestled in the corner. Annelle sat 
in the computer chair waiting for Barley to set everything up. Barley pulled out an old Dell 
laptop he used in high school and turned it on. He sat on the floor and motioned for Annelle to 
join him.  
 “Making the actual CD is easy, getting all the songs together is the hard part. Creating the 
perfect playlist takes talent. It’s like telling a story,” he said.  
 Annelle rolled her eyes.  
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 “I’m being serious. Playlists have themes, beginnings and ends. Crafting these things is 
like an art skill.” 
 “Okay, if you say so. How does my playlist begin?” 
 “It starts with the Big Time Rush theme song.” 
“Barley, no.” 
“Don’t act like you’re too good for BTR. You loved them when you were 7.” 
 It’s true she did. The show use to come on all the time back when Barley, Annelle, and 
their mom had to share a house computer and TV. Their mother was working most of the time, 
so Barley was left in charge of Annelle and whatever chores their mother left for them. All 
Barley wanted to do was watch TV, so he came up with little “games” Annelle could play that 
would keep her out of his way. The first game was a scavenger hunt that consisted of Annelle 
“hunting” for all for the dirty clothes around the house and putting them in the laundry room. If 
she found everything within 20 minutes Barley would give her a pack of fruit snacks as a reward. 
The second game was called “Sock Skating” Barley would spray floor cleaner on the kitchen 
floor and let Annelle stake around in socks to clean it. Barley ran out of good names and just 
called the final game “Dust Bunny Hunt” he sent Annelle out into the house armed with a duster 
and can of lemon scented Pledge to shoot the dust bunnies away. All of those fake games worked 
in the past but Annelle was getting older and she wasn’t falling for Barley’s cleaning tricks.  
 Annelle came into the living room after she finished “Sock Skating” and stood in front of 
the TV. Barley tried to shoo her away, but when she balled up her socks and threw them at him, 
he knew she wasn’t going anywhere. He handed her the remote. She flipped through a few 
channels until she landed on the relatively famous Nickelodeon boy band Big Time Rush. The 
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two sat there for hours consuming episode after episode. By the end of the afternoon they were 
having full length concerts in their living room.  
 “I guess I did kind of like BTR. What’s next?”  
 “You keep up that energy for the first few songs then once you start to move to the 
middle you have to change the mood. Now the mood shift depends on whatever theme your 
playlist is. Since we’re going for nostalgia here, we should pick something that marks the time 
period. How about that Roddy Ricch song?” 
 “Oh my gosh.” 
 “What? You don’t like the song?” 
 “No, I love it. It just reminds me of homecoming.” 
 Annelle’s homecoming was pretty generic. Her high school gym was decked out in under 
the sea themed decorations that had been re-used every year for the past ten years. There was a 
table dedicated to cheap finger foods and one large punch bowl filled with pineapple juice and 
Hawaiian Punch. Teens grinded on each other while teachers desperately tried to stop them. And 
no one really cared who was crowned homecoming king and queen because everyone was ready 
to leave to go to the real parties hosted by popular kids whose parents were out of town. Annelle 
and her friend Rebecca were going to party hop until Rebecca’s car broke down. The girls 
walked out into the starry night. Annelle’s seafoam dress scrapped against the grass. They didn’t 
know who to call so they called Barley. He was there within minutes with a pickup truck.  
 “Did you girls party too hard?” Barley laughed, but stopped once he saw how 
disappointed Annelle looked.  
 “Don’t look so sad the night’s not over yet.” 
 Rebecca’s phone buzzed.  
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 “Marty said the cops showed up. The party we were going to got busted,” she said.  
 “Great. Where are we going to go now? Nothing’s open,” Annelle sighed.  
 “Waffle House is open. That place can be pretty crazy after midnight.” 
 Barley was right, to an extent. It wasn’t the same level of crazy the girls wanted but it 
was enough. Since the big party got busted, that crowd moved over to the Waffle House to hang 
out. Everyone was there in their dresses and tuxedos eating $5 meals talking about their plans 
after high school. Someone managed to figure out the digital jukebox attached to the wall and 
started taking requests like a DJ. A few people who were buzzed from the party started dancing. 
The workers didn’t mind that the teens were being rowdy, as long as they paid for their meals 
and didn’t drink on the property.  
 “I’m okay with that song being on there. Homecoming was actually kinda fun.” 
 “Good. We’re almost finished. The ending is very important. What are you going to leave 
the listeners with? I think we should go for something bitter sweet. Maybe Stevie Nicks or that 
graduation song by Vitamin C?” 
 “Oh God I remember that song.” 
 Barley graduated from high school in 2013, but the school seemed to think it was 1999, 
since the choir sang several renditions of that infamous Vitamin C song throughout the 
graduation program. Their mom was off work that day because she always made sure she was 
there for the important stuff. Barley’s name was called, and Annelle and their mom cheered 
despite the principle asking the crowd several times before to cheer after everyone’s names had 
been called. After the ceremony was finished, their mom drove them to DaVinci’s Pizza, 
Barley’s favorite restaurant in town.  
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 Vaguely Italian music poured out of the restaurant’s speakers, which came as a relief to 
the family cause it was better than that God-awful song from the graduation. A waiter took their 
order and their mom went out to the car to grab Barley’s graduation gift.  
 “So, what did you think of the ceremony today? Did it make you excited for your 
graduation?” Barley asked.  
 “Yeah,” Annelle paused. “I’m just really gonna miss you.” 
 Then she started to cry. She’d been holding back tears all day, but now she had to let 
them go. She knew Barley wasn’t leaving for college until August, but she still felt sad. She 
wouldn’t be seeing him everyday anymore. Whenever their mom worked late, she’d be alone at 
the house. Whenever she needed help with her homework, Barley wouldn’t be there to help. 
Whenever she went on her first date, Barley wouldn’t be there to interrogate them. And he 
wouldn’t be there to fight over the last packet of fruit snacks.  
 “Hey it’s okay. I’m not leaving forever. I’ll be back for fall break, Christmas, 
Thanksgiving. Hell, in this economy I’ll probably be living at the house again after college, 
probably till I’m like 26 or something,” Barley got quiet, “fuck capitalism sucks.” 
Annelle laughed.  
“It’s gonna be okay. Yeah things are gonna be different, but they’ll still be the same. I’ll 
call you everyday. I’ll send you pictures of my campus. I know you’re gonna be okay, because 
you’re you.” 
 The large pepperoni pizza arrived at their table as soon as their mom walked back in with 
the gift.  
 “Please for the love of God do not put the graduation song on there Barley.” 
 “I’m putting it on there.” 
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 He typed something into his laptop. 
 “Okay, the hard part is over. Now, I put all the songs into an MP3 converter, put the 
blank CD in and we wait.” 
 “Simple.” 
 Barley nodded. 
 “I think we’ve stalled enough. Why don’t you open the letter?” He asked. 
 Annelle shakes her head. 
 “One more song.” 
 “What else is there to add? I mean I have other songs, but I wanna keep those private so 
this is still a surprise.” Barley said.  
 “How about that 90s song by Des ‘ree?” 
 “Why?” 
 “It reminds me of summer, after your freshmen year.” 
 It was hot that summer, the Carolina heat made everything miserable. Annelle and their 
mom drove up to NC State to help Barley move out of the dorm. Annelle was excited to see him, 
since he hadn’t called as often as he said he would, but he was in a mood when they got there. 
He didn’t even say hi to her, he just handed her a box and told her to take it to the car.  
 “We didn’t have to come here to help you, so you need to drop the attitude Barley,” their 
mother said, “I don’t care how hot it is out here you need to fix your face.” 
He fixed his face, barely. They packed their mom’s SUV and his Kia in silence.  
 “Annelle you wanna ride with me or your brother?”  
 “I’ll ride with Barley.” 
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Annelle sat in the passenger seat of the Kia. Barley didn’t turn on the radio, so it was 
silent except for the fan blowing out cool air.  
 “Okay what’s wrong, did you get a bad grade or something?” Annelle asked.  
 Barley scratched the stubble on his chin.  
 “Did a video game get postponed? Did you not get the internship you wanted? Is it a 
girl?”  
 Barley’s eye’s twitched.  
“It’s a girl. You had a girlfriend and you didn’t even tell me?” 
“She’s not my girlfriend, we only talked for like three months.” 
“Three months and you didn’t even tell me?” 
“I’m not gonna talk to my 12 year-old sister about my love life.” 
“Why not? I know things.” 
“What do you know?” 
Annelle paused. 
“Well I can’t think of anything off the top of my head.”  
Barley rolled his eyes.  
“She doesn’t like me, that’s it okay? I know it’s dumb, because I didn’t even know her 
that long, but it still hurts.”  
 He blinked a few times. He didn’t cry, he wasn’t a crier, but he looked like he was pretty 
close to it.   
 “It’s not fun being rejected,” Annelle said. 
 “No, it’s not,” he paused. “I’m sorry for not calling more.” 
 “It’s okay.” 
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 Annelle reached over and turned on the radio. The Des ‘ree song came on. Barley tapped 
his fingers against the steering wheel. Annelle started bobbing her head to the beat. A rain drop 
fell onto the windshield. Then another one. Then another one. A summer downpour pelted the 
car as the two siblings happily sang along to the radio. 
 “That was a good song. Now, the letter,” Barley said.  
 Anelle sighed.  
 “What if I don’t get in?” 
 “You applied to 12 schools one of them has to accept you.” 
 “And if I do get in? Things are going to change, and I’m going to be an adult, and I’m 
going to hate it, and-” 
 “Everyone’s scared of change Annelle but that doesn’t stop it from coming. Yes, things 
are going to be different, but they’re gonna be the same too. And eventually they’ll be normal 
and you won’t even notice it. Trust me. Things will only be weird and painful for a short period 
of time, and then you’ll feel normal again. You just gotta get through the weird part.” 
 Annelle nodded. Suddenly the smoke alarm went off.  
 “Fuck the chicken,” she said. 
 She and Barley ran into the smoke-filled kitchen. Barley pulled the chicken out. Annelle 
turned off the alarm. There was no fire, just smoke and charcoal chicken. The two opened a few 
windows and waited for the smoke and smell to clear out. Barley went to call in a pizza, and 
Annelle grabbed the letter off the counter. It was awfully small, but she ignored that pit in her 
stomach and tore open the white paper.  
  
 
